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Abstract 
In 2007, the Illinois General Assembly passed The Illinois College and Career Readiness 
(CCR) Pilot Program (Public Act 095-0694) in an attempt to reduce statewide remediation at the 
community college level and address the misalignment between high school graduation 
expectations and the requirements to be successful in college and career. In this dissertation I 
investigate the relationship between one pilot site, Shawnee Community College, and one of its 
chronically underserved partner high schools, Cairo Junior and Senior High School (CJSHS). 
Using critical race ethnography (Duncan, 2005; Vaught, 2011) and methodology influenced by 
feminist epistemology (Harding, 1987; St. Pierre & Pillow, 1999) I seek to understand how 
students, faculty, and staff experience life at CJSHS. The objectives of this study are to examine 
how the community of CJSHS understands programming intent on assisting students in 
preparation for postsecondary education and documenting the extent to which the program is 
grounded in the lived realities of the community. Using Critical Race Theory, I show how the 
rationale that “students lack motivation” is rooted in cultural deficit ideology (Ryan, 1976; 
Solórzano & Yosso, 2002; Valencia, 1997) and argue that policymakers need to understand the 
racialized contexts into which policies intervene. Using extensive observations, individual and 
focus group interviews, as well as historical and legal documents from local, state, federal, 
philanthropic, and Civil Rights agencies, I document the ways in which, while not explicit in the 
policy itself, the Illinois CCR Pilot Program became racialized in its reception at CJSHS. I 
document how structural racism, tacit intentionality (Gillborn, 2005), institutional barriers, and a 
racist history contributed to how the community at CJSHS came to view education policies, and 
education buildings, with suspicion. I argue that the Program was not grounded in reality of 
CJSHS and students were ultimately harmed by the intervention effort because it did not account 
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for their experiences, their current realities, nor their past. The weight of students’ experiences, 
therefore, demands a more energetic, purposeful, engaged, and reality-based policy, good 
intention notwithstanding.  
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We have no right to sit silently by while the inevitable seeds are sown for the harvest of disaster 
to our children, Black and White [and Brown]. 
 
W.E.B. Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk, 1903 
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Introduction 
The title of my dissertation, “First I’d put some windows in this school,” are the words of 
Alton, an energetic sophomore attending Cairo Junior and Senior High School (CJSHS)
1
 whom I 
met during his English class in the spring of 2010. Before we were formally introduced, we 
spoke a few times during lunch and in the hallway. When I asked for an interview, he said, 
“Sure, Miss Castro” and from then on, we would meet periodically throughout the semester. As 
we were sitting in a small room connected to the library, the Lincoln Room, I asked him what 
kinds of programs and activities he would like to have and participate in at his school. His honest 
response caused me to pause. Of all things, Alton was asking for windows in his school.  
I was at CJSHS because I wanted to better understand how students experienced life at 
their school. Specifically, I wanted to learn how these experiences influenced their perceptions of 
college and career readiness programming intent on better preparing them for postsecondary 
education. When the state of Illinois passed the Illinois College and Career Readiness (CCR) 
Pilot Program (Public Act 095-0694) in 2007, students attending CJSHS were well-positioned to 
benefit from such programming. Yet, the CCR-funded remedial math course offered in the 
spring of 2010 suffered from low student interest, enrollment, and completion rates.  
I began working for the Office of Community College Research and Leadership two 
years prior, as part of the state-mandated evaluation team assessing the impact of the CCR Pilot 
Program. The CCR legislation aimed to reduce postsecondary remediation rates in the 
community college sector and to align secondary and postsecondary curricula over the course of 
                                                 
1
 In order to do this work in a way that I feel honors the kinds of experiences students have at CJSHS, I’ve decided 
to use the actual name of the town and institutions involved with this research. In an effort to contextualize the racial 
dynamics of Cairo, Illinois, I find it necessary to draw up on this history, explicitly. With a couple of exceptions of 
people who specifically asked that I use their names, however, I use pseudonyms for all of the individuals in this 
project. I do this to protect individual people and to honor the perspectives and opinions that they have shared with 
me. Toward this goal of protecting individuals, I am purposefully ambiguous with professional titles.  
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three years.
2
 The Illinois Community College Board selected five community colleges 
geographically dispersed throughout the northern and southern regions of the state as pilot sties 
for the program. As part of the evaluation team, I traveled throughout the state collecting a 
variety of empirical materials to better understand the kinds of impact that the pilot sites were 
making. I observed remedial and enrichment classes, I interviewed students and conducted focus 
groups, I interviewed administrators at community colleges and high schools and I also 
interviewed various faculty involved with programming efforts. Our team collected survey 
information from students and evaluation measures from institutions, such as attendance, 
truancy, and graduation rates. We also gathered documents related to programs and services, 
such as marketing materials, course syllabi, and written communications between institutions 
and students or parents. 
The purpose of the pilot program was to give institutions the flexibility to see what 
worked in terms of increasing students’ readiness for college and to see if promising practices 
(i.e., best practices) emerged that could be shared across other sites. The community colleges 
were to partner with local high schools in their district and recruit eligible students (through the 
use of standardized test scores) to take remedial coursework prior to graduation. Many 
community colleges were successful in their attempts to provide academic and enrichment 
services to high school students; enrollment, attendance, and completion rates were steady for 
these programs and in many cases, students’ pre- and post-test scores increased (which was an 
implicit goal of the initiative so that students could enroll in their first year of college without the 
need for remediation). In addition to interviews and document collection, the evaluation team 
looked at attendance rates of students, parents, and faculty involved in alignment efforts to gauge 
                                                 
2
 The Illinois General Assembly reauthorized the CCR Act in the summer of 2010. This dissertation, however, 
specifically analyzes the enactment of the legislation in the spring of 2010, the last semester of the first 
authorization. A copy of the original legislation is provided in Appendix A. 
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interest and commitment levels. Relationships between some community colleges and partner 
high schools were strong and many times, this legislation gave community colleges the impetus 
and resources to establish or strengthen these relationships if they did not exist. In addition to 
working with faculty, pilot sites implemented an array of activities for students, including 
remedial courses in math and English, weekend workshops on study skills and other academic 
and cognitive habits, condensed academic “bootcamps” offered during the summer, and 
informational meetings about the program and the requirements for admission to their respective 
community college.  
When programs were perceived to be successful, interview participants would remark 
that the relationships between the community college and the partner high school were strong, 
that the teacher had a good rapport with her or his students, and/or that test scores increased after 
the programming effort. Often during our interviews, people involved with the pilot project, 
whether at the community college or the partner high school, would refer to one another by name 
(e.g., “Marcus over in admissions has been great in working with the students” or “Beth, a math 
teacher at the high school, has been instrumental in getting the program off the ground”). It was 
not uncommon for community college staff to identify advocates for the program within the high 
school and rely on historical relationships among the faculty and administrators to do so. 
Likewise, when these relationships were weak or did not exist, it made programming efforts 
difficult.  
When this pattern of familiarity was missing, the program was harder to implement. One 
of the very first interviews that I co-facilitated as part of the evaluation team was with 
administrators at Shawnee Community College, located in rural southern Illinois, who were 
struggling with establishing this kind of relationship with one of their partner high schools. 
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Shawnee was experiencing difficulty in the first year of the program in attracting and retaining 
students at CJSHS, despite the fact that student diagnostic testing indicated that supplemental 
services were desperately needed.
3
 I asked personnel at Shawnee Community College why they 
thought the students at CJSHS were not participating in their services. While their responses 
varied, a consistent theme among all of the answers placed a significant amount of blame on the 
students themselves. In effect, the ultimate problem was that students lacked motivation. The 
narrative went something like this: if only students were more motivated, they would show-up 
for recruitment and informational meetings, attend classes, do their homework, and perform 
better on their exams. Scribbled throughout my notes during this interview are statements like, 
“It’s really hard to motivate today’s youth” and “the students in Cairo have a learned 
helplessness . . . ,” which is inevitably the result of “little value placed on education in the 
home.” After hearing a variation of this statement two or three times, I decided to write down the 
phrase “not a lot of motivation” and put a checkmark by it every time that I heard a version of 
this statement throughout the day. By the time the evaluation team left, and after interviewing 
various faculty and administrators throughout the day, I placed six checkmarks after that 
statement. It seemed to me that from their perspective, individual student motivation was the 
missing link to programmatic success at CJSHS. 
I spent a considerable amount of time thinking about and reflecting on these interviews 
and interactions with administrators. My graduate education in social-cultural foundations of 
education prepared me to see and name these responses as part of a larger discourse rooted in 
deficit ideology. My education, coupled with my own experiences in this world, compelled me to 
                                                 
3
 Internal diagnostic testing conducted by Shawnee Community College as well as state and national examinations 
(e.g., Illinois’ Prarie State Exam, ACT) indicate that students attending CJSHS are severely underserved. Yet, 
remedial math and reading courses offered at CCJSHS by Shawnee Community College served very few students 
during all three years of the pilot project (Baber, Barrientos, Bragg, Castro, and Khan, 2009; Kahn, Baber, Bragg, 
Castro, Sanders, and Common, 2009). 
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identify it as a scripted pattern, a value-laden argument enjoying a rich history in the United 
States as the ultimate rationale for a so-called “achievement gap”4 shouldered by students of 
color living in poverty (Valencia, 1997). I listened carefully to these explanations, paying special 
attention to the words and logic behind them. I understood these conversations through critical 
lenses, such as critical race theory (CRT) and critical pedagogy, which pushed me to understand 
them as part of something much larger than individual explanations for ineffective policy. These 
deficit justifications were potent and their ramifications for chronically underserved students 
could be severe; indeed, they already were.  
For example, critical race theory (Crenshaw, Gotanda, Peller, & Thomas, 1995; Delgado 
& Stefancic, 2000; Dixson & Rousseau, 2005), to which I turn in more detail in chapter two, 
influenced much of how I interpreted what I saw during my experience as part of the evaluation 
team. Critical race scholars argue that despite intention, laws and public policies alone are inept 
in permeating entrenched racial inequality. As an analytic framework CRT pushes us to examine 
the empirical relationship between race and poverty (Massey, 2007; Quadagno, 1996) and its 
effects on equal education opportunity for students of color (Orfield, 2009). Empirical research 
indicates that as a group, Brown and Black
5
 students are disproportionately undereducated in the 
United States when compared to their White counterparts; they are subject to differential and 
disproportionate school disciplinary sanctions (Gregory & Weinstein, 2008; Gregory, Skiba, 
Horner, Chung, Rausch, May, & Tobin, 2011; Wallace, Goodkins, Wallace & Bachman, 2008) 
underrepresented in postsecondary education (Aud, Fox, & KewalRamani, 2010; Bowen, 
                                                 
4
 For more on reframing the “achievement gap,” see Gloria Ladson-Billings (2007), From the Achievement Gap to 
the Education Debt: Understanding Achievement in U.S. Schools. Speech given at the Urban Sites Network 
Conference in Washington, DC. 
 
5
 I use the term “Black’ throughout this project to describe the students, staff, and administrators with whom I 
worked in Cairo. During my time at CJSHS, students referred to themselves and their peers as Black, as did staff and 
administrators of color. Because I rarely heard the term “African American” used by any person living in Cairo, I 
use it throughout my dissertation to honor the way that the people with whom I worked identify themselves.  
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Chingos, & McPherson, 2008) and severely overrepresented in our prison system (Alexander, 
2010; West, 2010; Western & Wildeman, 2009) where access to postsecondary education is 
nearly impossible to acquire (Gorgol & Sponsler, 2011). Men and women of color have high 
stakes in equal educational opportunity making prison a routine part of life for many people of 
color in the United States without a high school diploma (Western & Wildeman, 2009).
6
 In short, 
race continues to play a significant role in life opportunity, despite celebrations of a “post-racial” 
United States. 
The deficit thinking explanations that I heard so frequently during these interviews as 
part of the evaluation team, in combination with the fact that students in Cairo were not being 
served, compelled me to research how the CCR Pilot Program was actualized in Cairo. The pilot 
program was successful in other areas and so I wanted to better understand what happened on-
the-ground in Cairo, so to speak. At the heart of my investigation was an attempt to understand 
why a well-intended policy was not working for the students, a population who is chronically 
underserved. I set out to research how the students, staff, and others involved in the 
implementation of the policy understood the intentions of the Illinois CCR Pilot Program and 
how they experienced the legislation. I privileged their narratives and their experiences to gain a 
rich understanding of the complex ways in which the CCR Pilot Program plays out within the 
walls of CJSHS. 
                                                 
6
 For example, on an average day in 2004, thirty-four percent of young Black males without a high school diploma 
were sitting behind bars, a rate of incarceration forty times higher than the national percentage in 2004 (Western & 
Wildeman, 2009). According to the U.S. Department of Justice in 2010, Blacks were incarcerated at a rate more than 
six times higher than Whites (West, 2010). In her book, The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of 
Colorblindness, legal scholar, Michelle Alexander, expands on this phenomena arguing that a majority of young 
Black men from urban areas are sitting behind bars as a consequence of the U.S. criminal justice system and the 
“War on Drugs.” Alexander argues that once one is labeled a felon, Jim Crow era discrimination—in housing, 
employment, voting, and education—are legal and given the disproportionate incarceration rate of Black and Brown 
men, Jim Crow continues to exist.  
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Chapter Descriptions 
 
Chapter One: The Seduction of Deficit Ideology: Lacking the Motivation to Find a Better 
Explanation  
 
 The purpose of this first chapter is to historically situate the lack-of-motivation discourse 
provided by administrators at Shawnee Community College and among some faculty at CJSHS 
to explain low student involvement in CCR courses. I describe the conditions present at CJSHS, 
provide an introduction to cultural deficit ideology (Ryan, 1970; Solorzano & Yosso, 2003; 
Valencia, 1997), and ask why, when faced with this context, students would want even more 
education. The chapter begins by drawing upon historical scholars of color, including Carter G. 
Woodson and W.E.B. DuBois, and their critique of a White-dominated system of education and 
its consequences for Black students. This chapter also includes descriptive information about 
Cairo, Illinois and CJSHS.  
 The students attending CHSHS were often referred to as lacking the motivation necessary 
to be successful in CCR programs and services and in this chapter I analyze how the employment 
of this rationale is what sociologist Ryan (1970) refers to as “Blaming the Victim.” I argue that 
cultural deficit ideology has served as the dominant platform to understand the under-education 
of students of color living in poverty throughout the United States and describe its employment 
as a racialized discourse. I draw upon Menchaca’s (1997) research on the racist roots of deficit 
thinking as well as Foley’s (1997) work on the transformative rhetorical shift the paradigm has 
undergone in the last couple of decades, moving from genetic inferiority theory toward a culture 
of poverty, to establish this framework as a racist lens used to understand the educational 
realities of students of color living in poverty. 
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Chapter Two: Toward a Historicity of Race and Education: Critical Race Theory and 
Education as an Act of White Supremacy in Cairo, Illinois 
 
While the introduction and chapter one offer a primer to the project and a call for Critical 
Race Theory (CRT), I describe this interpretive framework in the second chapter. I describe the 
central tenets of CRT and argue that educators and policymakers need to understand the 
racialized contexts into which policies intervene. Drawing upon the notion of revisionist history, 
I provide a historicity of race and education in Cairo, Illinois. I use historical and legal 
documents, including Illinois jurisprudence and documentation and reports authored by the U.S. 
Commission on Civil Rights and The National Association for the Advancement of Colored 
People (NAACP) to provide a platform for understanding the contemporary plight of students 
attending CJSHS. 
The aims of this chapter are to (a) explain the overarching theoretical framework that I 
use in this dissertation, and (b) to provide historical context to better understand student policy 
failure in at CJSHS. Through this historical narrative, I explain the temporal and situational 
context of students living in Cairo and bring to the forefront the salience of poverty and racism to 
show the complexity of student experience at CJSHS. By explicitly drawing upon Cairo’s 
history, in this chapter I offer a panoramic view of the many factors influencing the perceptions 
of students, staffs, and others at CJSHS regarding education intervention efforts, and the people 
who provide them.  
 
Chapter Three: Doing Critical Race Ethnographic Research at CJSHS 
 
 In this third chapter, I explain the ethnographic methods that I used in this project. In the 
spring of 2010 I engaged in a five month ethnographic study traveling to Cairo each week and 
spending two full days in the school and the town. I conducted interviews and observations, 
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collected students’ own writing samples, examined quantitative data, collected documents, and 
conducted historical analysis. I provide a detailed description of the interviews, observations, and 
historical analysis, including how many interviews I conducted, with whom I spoke, and the 
interview protocol that I used.  
I engaged in both purposeful and snowball sampling, conducting a total of 38 open-
ended, in-depth interviews with participants. I also participated in weekly participant 
observations of the Introduction to Algebra course offered by Shawnee Community College. 
While I did not set out to do an historical analysis during my time in Cairo, it became evident to 
me early in my research that I needed to ground my work in a historical study of race and 
education. I did this so that I could better understand how a community came to view education 
policies, and even educational buildings, with suspicion over time. People in Cairo related their 
current circumstances with a racialized past and connected that to other racialized institutions, 
such as the school building. The hyper-surveillance and regimentation that I encountered during 
my time at CJSHS was in-line with the references that I heard students and others make that the 
school building resembled more of a prison than a school. How a community comes to 
understand their windowless school as a prison connects with a racialized past, an unchallenged 
reputation of racist education and I used historical analysis to tap into this historicity. 
 
Chapter Four: “They Never Ask, What Do The Kids Want?”: Doing Critical Race 
Ethnographic Research at CJSHS. 
 
In chapter four, I describe the methodologies and epistemologies driving this project, 
effectively offering the critical lenses that I use to construct this research as well as the rationale 
for why I used particular methods. The suspicion of well-intended policies on behalf of 
communities grows out of the collective experiences of how those policies play-out. In Cairo, 
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this is a cycle: a policy is passed, it inevitably fails, and this provides is another opportunity for a 
researcher to come in and diagnose the perceived dysfunction in the school. I did not want to be 
that researcher, but I did want part of this conversation, just not in a way that would not 
pathologize the students. I used a combination of ethnography, CRT, and feminist 
epistemologies to help shift the research design and methodological orientation away from the 
problems of deficit thinking. 
In this chapter, I describe the goals of this research, which are influenced by critical 
ethnography, CRT, and feminist epistemologies. I explain why ethnographic methods and 
methodology were useful in this project by explaining how they allowed for me to be attentive to 
the contextual elements present at CJSHS and to find value in the histories and narratives of 
participants. Ethnography allowed me to pay attention to and ask why a public high school in 
rural southern Illinois lacks windows and most importantly, it pushed me to investigate how 
students, staff, and others who inhabit CJSHS make meaning of the absence of windows. As 
feminist researchers remind us (Harding, 1987), methodologies show our commitments and our 
cautions and therefore, it is important to dedicate energy to the methodological aspects of 
research and that is the goal for this chapter. I provide the contours of a critical race ethnographic 
methodology by turning to feminist epistemologies and show how I translated the analytic 
framework that is CRT into the designing and doing of research. I close the chapter with a 
discussion of ethics and throughout the chapter I provide examples which highlight why I made 
some of my research decisions. 
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Chapter Five: “Missed Opportunities”: Math 041 at CJSHS 
While chapters two, three, and four provided the context of Cairo, a description of the 
critical paradigms underscoring this project and my methodologies, in chapter five I analyze the 
Math 041 course using these lenses. I use interview and observation data, and all other materials 
related to the experiences of students in and outside of MAT 041, to capture student perceptions 
and the environment at CJSHS. I focus on how the CCR implementation was perceived by those 
with whom I worked at CJSHS and identify the ways in which this course ultimately failed to 
serve students. More critically, I argue that by not thoughtfully considering how the kinds of 
conditions present at CJSHS would affect the students, this intervention failed the students and 
their advocates at CJSHS.  
As previously mentioned, MAT 0041, Introduction to Algebra, was unsuccessful at 
CJSHS in the spring of 2010. The course began with eight students enrolled and four students 
were assigned grades by the instructor at the end of the semester. All four of the students 
enrolled received F’s as their final grade in the course, despite the fact that one student was 
present for all but one class until it was converted into an independent study 14 weeks into the 
semester as a reaction to low attendance. No midterm grades were reported to the students, 
however, Shawnee Community College dropped four students from the course in March because 
of low attendance. The college did not want these students to receive a bad grade in the course, 
yet, they failed the four students who managed to finish the course despite a myriad of 
inconsistencies. In this chapter I provide the experiences and perspectives of those inside CJSHS, 
who never see or meet the administrators involved in the project, in service to providing more 
appropriate assistance to students who are systemically disadvantaged. 
 
 12 
Chapter Six: Equalizing Educational Opportunity Via College Readiness Programming: 
Implications From CJSHS 
 
The idea that all students should graduate high school with the requisite knowledge in 
core subject areas in order to pursue formal educational opportunities post-graduation is a noble 
and necessary goal in a modern society. Aligning secondary expectations with higher education 
and/or employment demands, in theory, allows for a better transition for students and has the 
potential to increase the number of successful postsecondary graduates. In this chapter I analyze 
the assumptions involved in this kind of goal, including for example, questioning for whom such 
policies are designed and the kinds of conditions necessary for such policies to “work.” I draw 
from the experiences and analysis described in the previous chapters and use educational 
researcher David Conley’s (2007; 2010) widely-used college and career readiness framework as 
the basis for this analysis to argue that college and career readiness programming should be 
designed to equalize educational opportunity for traditionally underserved students. 
At a purely instrumental level, the failure in Cairo is an example of the phenomenon of 
implementation: why didn’t a policy that was intent on helping students increase their college 
readiness fail in this particular location? The accepted assumptions behind this policy, and others 
like it is that these kinds of interventions are good things and that this is an appropriate way to 
address the problem of rising remediation rates among college freshman. These assumptions 
include how such programs should work (target students identified as in-need) and what they 
should do (increase students’ knowledge/skills). They rely on a deficit model where students are 
seen as the ones owning the problem of lacking necessary rudimentary skills and the logic 
follows that they are therefore responsible for remediating themselves to the level appropriate for 
earning credit-bearing college level course work. Since frameworks drive education policy, I 
argue that we need a new framework that focuses on the needs of students like those attending 
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CJSHS and equalizing educational opportunity. I offer some insights and recommendations 
toward this framework. 
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Interlude: 
 
Interview With Mr. Harrison, Guidance Counselor 
at CJSHS, March 16
th
, 2010 
I am sitting across from Mr. Harrison in his office for our first formal interview together:  
 
Erin: Do you think, I remember last time I was here you’d said, you know, you should 
ask students what they want, “Ya know, nobody asks the students what they want.” 
 
Mr. Harrison: Right 
 
Erin: What do you think students want? 
 
Mr. Harrison: (Sigh) I think the students here want an opportunity to succeed, and by that 
I mean, I think they want, with every, what’s this terminology people use about good 
American boys? 
 
Erin: (Laughter) Yeah . . .  
 
Mr. Harrison: . . . I think they want that. They want appreciation, they want to do well. 
 
Erin: Do you think they are getting appreciated? 
 
Mr. Harrison: I don’t think our students are appreciated, no. It’s when you talk to staff, 
you talk to people, (phone rings), just consider how many positive things you can say 
about the students. 
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Chapter One 
The Seduction of Deficit Ideology:  
Lacking the Motivation to Find a Better Explanation 
 
The so-called modern education, with all its defects,  
however, does others so much more good than it does  
the Negro, because it has been worked out in conformity  
to the needs of those who have enslaved and oppressed  
weaker peoples. For example, the philosophy and ethics  
resulting from our educational system have justified  
slavery, peonage, segregation, and lynching . . . Negroes  
daily educated in the tenets of such a religion of the strong  
have accepted the status of the weak as divinely ordained. 
 (Woodson, 1933) 
 
 In 1933, African American historian and educator, Carter G. Woodson, argued that 
because the modern education system was built on of the needs of those in power, it 
consequently benefits the oppressor and offers very little to and for Black students. A prominent 
thinker on the role of race in a racially stratified society, Woodson articulated that universal 
education designed and implemented by those in power is necessarily detrimental to Black 
students because it is built on the needs of White people who hold the political, economic, and 
social capital to maintain and justify patterns of racial privilege. He and other scholars of color, 
notably W.E.B. DuBois (1903, 1905, 1935), criticized the state of education for Black students 
and argued for centering the kinds of intelligence needed on behalf of the Black community to 
fight against racial oppression. Woodson was especially critical, arguing that if Black students 
were able to successfully navigate the education system, they were consequently “all but useless 
in the development of their people” because the cost of being academically successful in White-
dominated institutions came at the expense of severing ties with the cultural norms, values, and 
struggles of the Black community (xi).
7
 Evident in his ideological debates with Booker T. 
                                                 
7
 This phenomena has been coined “racial opportunity cost’ by critical race scholar, Terah Venzant-Chambers. For 
more, see: Venzant Chambers, T. T., Huggins, K. , Locke, L. and Fowler, R. , 2009-11-19 "The Racial "Opportunity 
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Washington and others, Du Bois argued for a “real education” for Black students and defined 
such an education as the development of power and ideal. He argued in the declaration for the 
Niagara Movement in 1905 that the consequences of mass undereducation for the Black 
community are severe:  
When we call for education we mean real education. . . . We want our children trained as 
intelligent human beings should be . . . not simply as servants and underlings, or simply 
for the use of other people. They have the right to know, think, to aspire. (DuBois, 1905)  
 
Both Woodson and Du Bois feared that the absence of this kind of education would lead to the 
creation of a generation of conservative Black leaders who would leave unchallenged the racial 
hegemony of White supremacy. They understood the power of education, both as an 
emancipatory force and an oppressive force. Like other critical scholars, they understood that 
education has the potential to reinforce inequality by convincing oppressed people that their 
social standing is of their own doing, particularly by a universal system which never had Black 
students’ interests, aspirations, nor their needs at heart (Anderson, 1988). A simple look at the 
educational climate in the United States today reveals that students of color continue to receive a 
far inferior education when compared to their White counterparts, a century after Du Bois’ and 
Woodson’s caution.  
 Vast disparities among students along the lines of race and class in terms of resources, 
experiences, and achievement exist at every level of education. Students of color living in 
poverty continue to receive far inferior educational opportunities and bear the brunt of 
inequitable education policies, programs, and practices throughout all levels of education. 
Nationally, White affluent students outperform their peers of color in every education benchmark 
available, including standardized test scores, attendance rates, graduation rates, and access to 
                                                                                                                                                             
Cost" of Academic Success for Students of Color: Is it Worth it?" Paper presented at the annual meeting of the 
UCEA Annual Convention, Anaheim Marriott, Anaheim, California. 
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advanced placement courses (Aud, Hussar, Kena, Bianco, Frohlich, Kemp, & Tahan, 2011). 
Students of color, however, take the lead in school disciplinary sanctions (Gregory & Weinstein, 
2008; Gregory, Skiba & Nogura, 2010; Wallace, Goodkins, Wallace, & Bachman, 2008), being 
denied access to high quality teachers and challenging curricula, and represent the majority of 
students who exit the K-12 system (Aud et al., 2011), often labeled as “dropping out,” which 
obscures the role that institutional structures play in pushing students out (Fine, 1994). Students 
of color living in poverty attend schools where they are overwhelmingly the majority, isolated 
from White affluent students (Kozol, 2005; Orfield, 2009) and because of their race and class 
status, are at greater risk for an inferior and inadequate education. While the so-called “racial 
achievement gap” has garnered interest and research funding for decades, vast disparities in 
achievement along the lines of race and class remain present at every level of education, from 
pre-K through post-secondary education (Anderson, 1995; Aud et al., 2011).  
 A host of rationales exist for this separate-but-equal reality. While the explanations and 
rationalizations for these disparities produce different kinds of programming, many of the 
reactionary efforts focus on fixing the perceived problem of the student. That is, the problem is 
not the education program or policy (i.e., the system), but rather the student. When students from 
Cairo, Illinois chose not to participate in college and career readiness intervention programming 
offered at their school, they, too, were blamed for having a problem. Specifically, they were 
blamed for lacking motivation.  
 
The Illinois College and Career Readiness Pilot Program 
First enacted in 2007, the Illinois College and Career Readiness (CCR) Pilot Program 
aimed to reduce the number of non-credit remedial courses that students take at the community 
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college level during their first year of attendance and to address the misalignment between high 
school graduation requirements and the expectations of students to successfully complete 
collegiate coursework.The Illinois Community College Board (ICCB) selected five community 
colleges geographically dispersed throughout the northern and southern regions of the state and 
charged them with the task of identifying eligible high school students in each respective district 
through the use of standardized test scores. The community college was then responsible for 
designing outreach and intervention programs for students to address remedial needs prior to 
high school graduation.
8
 When students of color attending CJSHS in Cairo, Illinois were blamed 
for their own “failure” when they chose not to participate or to stop participating in the CCR 
services provided by Shawnee Community College, I was concerned that deficit thinking was 
part of the explanation for why students were not even getting involved. 
Shawnee Community College is located in rural southern Illinois and largely draws 
graduates from the southernmost districts in the state.
9
 Shawnee Community College partnered 
with five high schools for the CCR Pilot Program and each one of these schools failed to meet 
the guidelines of Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) as mandated by the federal No Child Left 
Behind Act (NCLB) for at least 2 years (Illinois Report Card, 20010). Despite these conditions, 
however, Shawnee Community College experienced success with other partner high schools in 
their district which serve majority White students. Success in CCR programming, as measured 
                                                 
8
 Taken directly from the legislation, the CCR Pilot Program has five goals: 1) To diagnose college readiness by 
developing a system to align ACT scores to specific community college courses in developmental and freshman 
curriculums; 2) To reduce remediation by decreasing the need for remedial course work in mathematics, reading, 
and writing at the college level through (i) increasing the number of students enrolled in a college-prep core 
curriculum, (ii) assisting students in improving college readiness skills, and (iii) increasing successful student 
transitions into postsecondary education; 3) To align high school and college curriculums; 4) To provide resources 
and academic support to students to enrich the senior year of high school through remedial or advanced course work 
and other interventions and; 5) To develop an appropriate evaluation process to measure the effectiveness of 
readiness intervention strategies.  
 
9
 An institutional profile for Shawnee Community College for the 2009-2010 academic year, the same year that I 
conducted my research, can be found in Appendix B. 
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by course completion rates and increases in student test scores, makes the “students lack 
motivation” rationale compelling: if Shawnee was successful with students in other schools, then 
their program must work. Therefore, in places where it doesn’t work, like CJSHS, it isn’t the 
fault of the program, but of the students.  
 The intentions of the CCR Pilot Program were laudable, but the policy was not designed 
to completely take context into account or to specifically and concertedly address the equity 
issues raised in a community like Cairo. While it is certainly difficult to argue against the 
intentions of policies for college and career readiness, it is reasonable to ask what assumptions 
inform the design of such policies, and the extent to which those assumptions are grounded in the 
lived realities of the individuals they are designed to serve. How should we understand 
educational policies like the CCR Pilot Program amid vast educational inequities? In this first 
chapter I analyze the presence of deficit ideology that I heard so frequently during my work as 
part of the evaluation team and during my research at CJSHS. I then explain how discourses of 
deficit are used to understand student behavior and illuminate how they are rooted in racism by 
turning to Critical Race Theory (CRT), the overarching theoretical, analytical, and 
methodological framework used in this dissertation.  
 
Contextualizing Student Engagement 
 
 But at the end of the day [despite external challenges in Cairo], 
it really comes down to that individual student and  
how motivated he is. 
(White Shawnee Community College Administrator, 2010) 
 
I was sitting in the White principal’s office one afternoon waiting for the lunch hour to 
begin. He was on the phone and I was making some notes as I noticed Gloria Ladson-Billings’ 
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(1993) book, Dreamkeepers: Successful Teachers of African American Students, sitting on one of 
his shelves. I was impressed with the presence of this book because all of the other book-like 
things on his shelf were of the deficit-model, self-help orientation type: “Character Education,” 
“At-Risk Students,” and “Effective Discipline” among some of the titles. Ladson-Billings’ book 
caught my attention. Having used her work in teacher education courses in the past, I was 
familiar with this book and how different her work is from victim-blaming. So, when the 
principal finished his phone call I said, “Hey, have you read this book?” He replied that he had 
not, and then said, “Should I read it? What’s in it?” I told him that he should read it, and I 
wondered how it ended up on his shelf. 
I suggested he read it because I thought he could benefit from learning about Ladson-
Billings’ notion of Culturally Relevant Teaching10 and also because if he did, he would come 
across a concept that she borrows from Joyce King (1991) called “dysconscious racism.” King 
describes dysconscious racism as the “uncritical habit of mind that justifies inequity and 
exploitation by accepting the existing order of things as given” (p. 135). Ladson-Billings argues 
that teachers (and by extension, all those involved in education) do not consciously deprive or 
punish students of color, but at the same time, “they are not unconscious of the ways in which 
some children are privileged and others are disadvantaged” (p. 32). Dysconsciousness means that 
one tacitly accepts the social order of society and therefore fails to challenge the status quo, 
thereby accepting “the given as inevitable” (p. 32). This “given” is White racial hegemony, or 
                                                 
10
 Ladson-Billings concept of Culturally Relevant Teaching contradicts a racially colorblind approach to fairness in 
the classroom. Her pedagogy is based on the premise that sameness does not equal fairness and that, as she states, 
“The notion of equity as sameness only makes sense when all students are exactly the same” (p. 33). This 
perspective stands in stark contradiction to traditional notions of fairness that advocate treating every student 
equally, regardless of race, gender, sexuality, citizenship, socioeconomic status, or other identifiable traits. Ladson-
Billings argues that different children have different needs and in order to meet those needs educators must 
acknowledge the whole child, including the ways in which s/he is treated in and experiences a society stratified 
along the lines of race and class. She argues that if teachers pretend not to acknowledge students’ racial and ethnic 
differences, “ . . . they really do not see the students at all and are limited in their ability to meet their education 
needs”(p. 33). 
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the institutionalized protection of the interests and privileges afforded to Whites. Critical race 
scholars argue that by not interrupting the cycle of racial and socio-economic oppression, people, 
and the policies they design around dominant interests, partake in the maintenance of unequal 
stratification. The “students lack motivation” discourse expressed on behalf of administrators at 
Shawnee Community College and some of the faculty and administrators at CJSHS is an 
exercise in dysconsciousness in that those in positions of power do not thoughtfully consider 
alternatives. Dysconsciousness is an intrinsic element of White racial domination and is 
necessary for the maintenance of White supremacy because it helps to make such a system seem 
normal and natural, the way that things are supposed to be (Mills, 1996). Operating 
dysconsciously means that one cannot imagine things differently. Or, put another way, operating 
dysconsciously means that one lacks the motivation to imagine the world differently. 
I engage the discourse of motivation a bit differently in this project in that I ground it in a 
critical race perspective, which helps to show how the discourse is racialized. I want to shift the 
attention away from individualized student motivation to an institutional-level examination of 
how discourses of motivation or lack of motivation are used to explain what I take to be policy 
failures or perhaps glitches or misses in policies. I am interested in the existence and livelihood 
of the motivation discourse and how it weaves throughout my attempt to understand how 
students and others at CJSHS perceive and experience the CCR intervention effort. At CJSHS, 
the “student motivation” discourse is strong. For example, prior to my arrival at CJSHS in 
January, a former alumna of the school gave a presentation to students in the gymnasium on the 
importance of being motivated and working hard. Students were taken out of classes in order to 
attend the event and it was held in January as an attempt to motivate the students for the 
semester, as told me by the principal. In March, the monthly student newspaper highlighted the 
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speaker (see Figure 1). At CJSHS, students are seen as lacking motivation by some faculty, staff, 
and administrators and as such, they are consistently targeted for motivational interventions, such 
as these.  
 
Figure 1. Student newspaper article: Former CJSHS graduate and  
motivational speaker, Bryan Lewis. 
 
Motivation among students, I imagine, is not that different from motivation among 
administrators who, for example, have access to books that could help them understand their own 
shortcomings, but choose not to read them. Motivation is influenced by environmental factors, 
and student motivation is shaped by the spaces that students inhabit, as well as how their 
movements are already constrained within schools. Observations and interviews done over the 
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course of a few months at CJSHS showed me that student academic engagement was 
complicated. When students were disinterested or disengaged, it was often in response to a 
variety of institutional obstacles and dynamics. How does one make sense of policy failure in 
this context? 
Frank, a teaching aide at CJSHS, told me that if I really wanted to see how students 
experience school, indeed to understand the complexity of non-compliance, that I needed to 
come to CJSHS earlier in the day. He told me that in order to get a good understanding of how 
students experience “this place,” that I needed to witness how they begin their day. So, because 
discussions about student engagement make little sense when disconnected from a deep 
understanding of context, culture, and power, I took his advice and decided to also begin my day 
at CJSHS.  
 
Surveillance, Regimentation, and Windowless Incarceration:  
Or, Attending School at CJSHS 
 
They [the students] have bad habits of laziness . . .  
a very serious lack of motivation. They are used  
to everything being given to them for free— 
free lunch, pencils; they have that attitude.  
(Researcher notes, overheard conversation in  
the CJSHS teachers’ lounge, 2010) 
 
 The students attending CJSHS are forced to spend their entire day in a school without 
windows. They are cut off from the world around them, yet under constant (re)view, as if they 
are locked into a school, but also locked in to particular sanctioned movements. They enter the 
doors of the high school, which purposefully lock behind them so that the next person to enter 
must be buzzed in by the office staff, and walk through the accompanying metal detector into a 
building that quite literally shuts them out from the rest of the world. The young security guard 
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positioned next to the metal detector, as though he were simply part of the apparatus, does not 
greet them as they funnel through and head into the cafeteria to line up for breakfast. They are 
served their food and sit down to eat among various adults strategically positioned throughout 
the room to keep an eye on their movements. Once the students are finished eating, they then 
walk across the hall into the gymnasium where they wait until they are told to line up again 
before the beginning of first period. While all of this is occurring, the principal walks among the 
hallway, the cafeteria and the gymnasium keeping a watchful eye on the students and their 
travels. Although they aren’t explicitly told where to sit once they enter the gymnasium, which at 
7:45 a.m. serves as a rather large holding area, the students know the rules and file into place 
accordingly. Seventh and eighth graders sit on the west side of the gym with men toward the top 
and women toward the bottom. Across the gym, ninth through twelfth graders sit on the 
bleachers in the same gender segregated pattern. If you were to look into the gymnasium at this 
time, you would see four distinct groups of students, two on each side of the room.  
Each section of students will travel to their first class as a group. The first group of 
students to walk down from the bleachers and form a line on the floor are the women, seventh 
and eighth grade women on one side of the floor and ninth through twelfth grade women on the 
other. Once their lines are deemed satisfactory (i.e., calm and quiet) by a teaching aide standing 
in each doorway, they are told to go to their appropriate classrooms. The second group to follow 
suit are the men and they line up by grade level as well. The high school students, who by this 
time in their k-12 experience have mastered the science of how to form a straight line, wait their 
turn to walk to class and are reminded that they have only a few minutes to do so by the teaching 
aides standing in the gymnasium doorways. By the time that they line up for first period, the 
students have been inside the building for about 35 minutes. 
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Seventh through twelfth grade students begin each and every school day like this. The 
halls, I am told by a teaching aide, are simply too narrow to allow for all of the students (less 
than 200) to roam at one time. Moreover, the school administration tries to limit the amount of 
contact between males and females, particularly between high school males and middle school 
females, as a reaction to the number of pregnant women in the previous years, essentially a form 
of birth control. The first time that I witnessed this scene was on a Friday morning when most of 
the teaching staff was wearing leis around their necks. One of the teaching aides helping the 
female students into line was even wearing a grass skirt. When I asked another teaching aide, 
who was also wearing a lei, what the occasion was, he told me that it was Hawaiian Day and that 
everyone was to dress up like they were at an Hawaiian party. I failed to notice the prevalence of 
Hawaiian Day at CJSHS that morning prior to this conversation because not one single student—
not one—was wearing anything closely resembling beachwear. I wondered if the students even 
knew that it was Hawaiian Day at their school.  
The parallels are easy to draw between an institution of education and one of detention. 
When faced with this regimented windowless context, in many ways more reminiscent of 
imprisonment than education, it is perhaps no surprise that students were not succeeding in or 
even enrolling in programs to help them become ready for even more education. Some 
researchers and activists have coined the phrase “education-to-prison pipeline” to describe the 
funneling of youth marginalized by race and class from public schools into federal (and 
increasingly private) prison systems (Saltman & Gabbard, 2003; Simmons, 2009; Wald & Losen, 
2003). The pipeline metaphor captures the all too familiar relationship between the under-
education of select populations and how young people are shaped through educational 
institutions. For the students attending CJSHS, as well as many other students of color living in 
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poverty attending public schools across the U.S., a more apt description is education-as-prison 
(Davis, 2003; Giroux, 2009). Education, or rather schooling, becomes a dehumanizing 
mechanism to contain and control, an absolute betrayal of its celebrated intentions in a 
democratic society. Given the hyper-incarceration of young Black and Brown adults, the system 
of education and the degree to which it prepares students for life beyond high school should 
garner our attention and energy, and be under increased scrutiny.  
In Cairo, the connection between CJSHS and a prison was readily apparent from the 
moment I entered the school. It was also a topic that frequently came up during interviews with 
students, faculty, staff and one administrator. For example, during our first interview together, 
Rachel, an administrative assistant at CJSHS, was advocating for the students when she 
compared their small windowless high school to a prison:  
I mean, even prisons have the little windows at the very top, we don’t even have that. 
Prisoners get a chance to go outside and walk around. Our kids don’t get that. They have 
a yard they can walk around and do exercises in. We don’t have that. You built a prison 
and you put kids in it and then you wonder why they act crazy? Come on. 
 
Rachel was contextualizing students’ behavior based on the environment in which they inhabit. 
The students are forced by law until the age of 16, and then by choice if they want to graduate 
from high school living in Cairo, to attend CJSHS. The kinds of conditions present in Cairo, 
however, confound not only our understanding of supposed student “failure,” but too, of 
education research. If life inside the walls of CJSHS were any indicator of what postsecondary 
education had to offer students, then deciding not to participate in a college and career readiness 
remedial course was a logical, if not laudable, choice. It can also be an act of resistance. 
For example, educator Kohl (1994) argues that students who have been historically 
oppressed, notably students of color living in poverty, proactively resist institutional attempts to 
“educate” them. In his book, I Won’t Learn From You, Kohl argues that students who 
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perceivably lack the motivation necessary to succeed actually choose not to learn. Oftentimes 
these students are labeled by teachers and administrators as having a learning disability or 
discipline problem when in fact this is a form of resistance via non-compliance on behalf to the 
students. Students consciously engage in not learning because they recognize that the institution 
is imposing on them values that are inconsistent with their own values and/or they recognize that 
such values are not in their best interests. Particularly for students of color living in poverty, an 
engagement in resistance via non-compliance may stem from the recognition that “learning” 
requires them to relinquish cultural norms and connections with their communities. However, 
these kinds of resistances are not yet understood by policies and their implementation. In order 
for policies to be successful, understanding why students may not initially interested or engaged, 
indeed, how institutions disengage them, is crucial. 
 
Employing Deficit Ideology: A Failure of Perspective
11
 
Regardless of age, they have to take responsibility of 
what’s going on. They are the agents of their own  
education, we are the facilitators. 
(White Teacher at CJSHS, 2010) 
 
 Given the space of their school and the regulation of their movements, it is perhaps not 
surprising that students would not be engaged to pursue more education. Their disengagement 
makes critical sense. But “lack of student motivation” continues to be a narrative used as an 
explanation for their disinvestment in what Woodson might call the machinery of racial 
hegemony. The “lack of student motivation” narrative as an explanation for low academic 
outcomes insidiously relieves administrators, policymakers, educators and others from having to 
                                                 
11
 The latter part of this title, “A failure of perspective,” is borrowed from sociologist James McKee (1993) who 
argues that understanding the dynamics of race in a racist society through a deficit model is a failure of perspective 
because such perspectives are inattentive to the insidious ways in which racism operates. For more see: Sociology 
and the Race Problem: A Failure of Perspective. Champaign, IL: University of Illinois Press. 
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investigate how additional contributing factors influence student performance. This kind of 
critical analysis would include examining their own programmatic efforts and the assumptions 
upon which they rely. This narrative, however, has a long history in this country in explaining 
low academic outcomes on behalf of traditionally underserved students, mostly students of color 
and students from low-income backgrounds (Foley, 1997; Ryan, 1976; Marger, 1994; Menchaca, 
1997; Solórzano & Yosso, 2002; Valencia, 1997). Ultimately, the deficit narrative of student 
motivation speciously diminishes the influence of poverty, inadequate education facilities, 
institutional racism, and unchallenging schooling experiences that collectively contribute to a 
students’ ability to succeed in and be motivated for school. Most importantly, this narrative 
requires no critical reflection on behalf of programming staff regarding their own biases, 
shortcomings, and errors. 
Certainly one way to frame the phenomenon of low student participation in intervention 
programing is to locate the blame within individual students themselves. Many times, as is the 
case with students who attend school in Cairo, Illinois, students of color living in poverty are 
blamed for lacking the motivation presumably necessary to achieve academic success within 
public schools; or, put another way, to effectively subscribe to the White middle-class norms and 
standards reflected in public schools across the United States (Ryan, 1970; Solórzano & Yosso, 
2002; Valencia, 1997). This rationale can also be seen in phrases like, “the students’ parents 
don’t value education” or, “the students’ culture doesn’t really prepare them for the demands of 
academic coursework.” In these phrases, although a lack of individual student motivation isn’t 
the focus, the supposed deficiency of the family or culture serves to replace it. The institutional 
norms and values are never questioned. This perspective posits that students’ culture hinders 
them from conforming to the norms and values of the dominant group (Marger, 1994). In 1970, 
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Sociologist William Ryan called this shift the “Folklore of cultural deprivation” and argued that 
even among the employment of seemingly innocuous rationales that positioned impoverished 
students of color as “victims of their own environment,” there is still an inherent blame placed 
upon the victims of poverty and racism. Under this logic, the institutions to which we commit 
children are not critically examined and instead the focus is placed upon repairing students, their 
families, and their “degenerate” cultural conditions. Ryan argues that we aren’t dealing with 
culturally deprived students so much as we are dealing with “culturally depriving schools” 
(p. 60). He posits that the students are not the ones who need an intervention, but the policies, 
practices, and pedagogies supported by public schools need to be changed in order to meet the 
needs of diverse learners. 
Using a deficit model to understand students’ behavior is problematic on a variety of 
levels and social and educational scholars have critiqued the employment of this rationale for 
some time (Menchaca, 1997; Ryan, 1970; Valencia, 1997). The evolution of deficit thinking in 
education is most evident in two common types of ideological perspectives used to explain social 
phenomena in general: genetic inferiority theory and cultural deprivation theory. Genetic 
inferiority theory originates from the eugenics movement and the belief that people of color, 
women, and other subjugated groups are inherently inferior to White men. This perspective is 
based on a false biological premise that people of different races and genders inherently possess 
different capacities, with women and people of color being labeled as deficient in comparison to 
White men. In the same vein, cultural deprivation theory is the idea that such deficiencies aren’t 
biologically inherent but are rather the result of an impoverished culture, which causes the 
victimized person to suffer. As Marger (1994) agues, cultural deprivation theory is just as potent 
as overtly racist biological superiority theories because such perspectives emphasize individual 
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and group shortcomings rather than a social system that continues to discriminate, “thus 
preventing the bulk of minority group members from attaining economic and social parity with 
the dominant group” (p. 31). Because both of these theories are rooted in bias, they are not 
interested in improvement as this would disprove their biased base. Consequently, they largely 
leave institutions and practices of schooling off the hook. 
Ryan (1976) calls deficit ideology “blaming the victim” and argues that it is used to 
justify and maintain inequality by reducing complex social phenomena to the realm of the 
individual. He argues that victim-blaming is often aimed at people who are victims of entrenched 
poverty, systemic racism, and an apathetic self-serving nation which refuses to provide them 
with equality of educational opportunity, a situation shared by CJSHS students. Contrary to the 
seductive victim-blaming narrative, the students themselves, or their families or culture, are not 
in any way deficient or deprived. Valencia’s (1997) educational research echoes Ryan’s 
argument. Valencia’s research on what he terms educational “deficit thinking” is similar in that 
the problem of low academic outcomes on behalf of students is understood to be caused by 
alleged deficiencies within the family, home, and culture of a student. Deficit thinking is more 
socially acceptable than genetic inferiority theory; a lighter version of deficit ideology that still 
locates the blame within individuals but does so with a softer approach and less obvious racial 
overtones. It is less socially acceptable today to blame students of color or women for not doing 
well academically because they are biologically inferior (although this certainly has not kept 
educators from subscribing to such an ideology . . .
12
). It is acceptable, however, and educational 
scholars such as Kevin Kumashiro (2008) argue that it is even commonsensical, to locate the 
                                                 
12
 In 2005, then president of Harvard University, Larry Summers (and now current cabinet member for the Obama 
Administration), suggested to reporters that the reasons for the low numbers of females in math and science fields is 
because they are inherently inferior. Specifically, Summers said that “issues of intrinsic aptitude” may be at play 
when considering why so few women “succeed” in these fields. For a copy of the full transcript, see: 
http://www.insidehighered.com/news/2005/02/18/summers2_18 
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blame within students’ environment, place it upon their parents, and/or locate it within their 
cultural norms and behaviors which “deprive” them of the experiences necessary to perform well 
in academic institutions, which are governed by the dominant class and understood as neutral.  
There is intense power in framing educational phenomena through a deficit lens as the 
policy responses to these kinds of discourses focus on “fixing” the students and their apparent 
shortcomings; they ignore the kinds of knowledges, histories, and experiences students bring 
with them into school as well as the oppressive practices that are legitimated through 
institutionalized discourses such as individualism, competition, and brute academic capitalism, 
also known as “meritocracy” (Vaught, 2011). Moreover, they are ahistorical and fail to recognize 
how the effects of second-generation segregation, decades of “ability” tracking, and 
discrimination in the provision of education services affect contemporary equality of opportunity 
for students of color living in rural poverty. These rationales operate brilliantly, simultaneously 
working to protect and legitimate the differential treatment provided to students of color living in 
rural poverty, rationalizing the environment of disenfranchised populations as one of their own 
making, and promoting an individualistic paradigm which supports the “bootstrap” mentality that 
students simply need to work harder in order to achieve success. 
The mobilization of these discourses also works to reinforce the idea that educational 
structures are overwhelmingly neutral, as if they exist independently from the dynamics of race 
and class oppression. By interrogating the student rather than the educational system, we ignore 
how and in what ways educational structures are influenced by race and class and the many 
privileges afforded to the dominant class within these institutions (Apple, 2001). While these 
structures have become legitimated as normal and fair, they do not provide students of color 
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living in rural poverty with fair or equitable opportunities in comparison to their White affluent 
counterparts. A quick look in terms of student achievement at CJSHS illuminates this point.  
 
College Readiness and the Consequences of Attending CJSHS:  
A Systemic Problem 
They aren’t worried about the future because they assume  
they will be given it . . . the cycle of not having to prepare,  
not figuring in that you might have to be responsible for  
yourself . . . they have no responsibility for their future. 
 (White Teacher at CJSHS, 2010) 
 
In 2010, 100% of 11
th
 graders attending CJSHS were not college-ready as measured by 
national standards. College readiness is currently assessed by a combination of variables, such as 
grade point averages, courses titles, and standardizes test scores, including the American College 
Testing (ACT) test (Conley, 2010). What they refer to as, “college readiness benchmarks,” ACT 
has established minimum test scores that students must receive in order to have a “high 
probability of success” in credit-bearing college coursework (ACT, 2010).13 According to ACT, 
these benchmarks indicate what students are likely to know and how they will perform in 
postsecondary coursework. In 2010, ACT scores at CJSHS indicated that students were well 
positioned to benefit from assistance in meeting these benchmarks. Of 11
th
 graders who took the 
ACT in 2009, 96% of students did not meet college readiness benchmarks in math and in that 
same year, only 7% of students met the benchmarks in reading. The year after, in 2010, 100% of 
                                                 
13
 Some scholars have criticized the reliability of college readiness benchmarks established by ACT (Conley, 2010). 
According to ACT (2010), students who meet a benchmark on the ACT “have approximately a 50 percent chance of 
earning a B or better and approximately a 75 percent chance of earning a C or better in the corresponding college 
course or courses” (para. 3). Educational researcher David Conley (2010) criticizes this estimate suggesting that 
such benchmarks are not necessarily a measure of content knowledge, but a gauge of probability (p. 26). He argues 
that the ACT was never designed to make probability distinctions and that the inclusion of college readiness 
benchmarks is both new, and a reflection of the need to be more precise about what it means to be “college ready.” 
He is not alone in his call for more accuracy in determining college readiness standards (Bragg, Baber, & Castro, 
2011). Conley’s criticism is in service to an overall argument for a more comprehensive approach to measuring 
college readiness, a topic that I will return to in chapter five.  
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students scored below the benchmarks in math and only 5% of students met the benchmarks in 
reading (Illinois Report Card, 2010). Clearly, students attending CJSHS were well positioned to 
benefit from college and career readiness programming in the spring of 2010. And arguably, 
students will continue to be underserved and therefore disproportionately subjected to this kind 
of programming.  
For example, tenth graders who took the PLAN Test in 2010, an academic assessment 
tool, performed in much the same way as their eleventh grade counterparts. Developed and 
administered by ACT, the PLAN assessment is linked to their established college readiness 
benchmarks in an effort to indicate a student’s “probable readiness for entry-level college 
coursework by the time the student graduates from high school” (Illinois State Board of 
Education, p. 4). How students perform on the PLAN test is a strong indicator of how they will 
perform on the ACT because attainment and growth trajectories in math can be projected using 
variables such as test scores, tracking, and course progress (Newton, 2010). In 2010, the same 
year that I conducted my research, 35% of tenth grade students at CJSHS met the benchmark in 
reading and 19% of students met the benchmark in math (ISBE, 2010). 
Given this environment, one must wonder how and in what ways CCR courses are 
helpful to students like those attending CJSHS. My studies in critical pedagogy led me to wonder 
if the students attending CJSHS had ever been actively involved in the process of their 
education: had they ever been asked what they thought they needed to learn? Were the students 
ever asked how they might best learn it? Did they have different understandings of what was 
entailed in getting to college than their teachers or policymakers? Would engaging them have 
given policymakers and teachers new perspectives on what might need to be changed in order to 
change student outcomes? Given my commitment to understand how the students viewed their 
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own situation, I took the advice of the part-time guidance counselor at CJSHS, and I began by 
asking the students what kinds of activities and experiences they wanted in their school.  
The students attending CJSHS desire what should be standard in public schools across 
the United States, such as up-to-date textbooks, access to high-speed internet, and the ability to 
breathe fresh air, as evidenced by comments in numerous interviews I conducted with students 
and staff. When I asked Alton what he wanted to have at his school, for example, he responded 
that he would first put some windows in CJSHS. Alton then went on to explain his request to me, 
as if the request for windows in a public school somehow needs justification: “Because it’s not 
good breathin’ all this stale air. It gets to you sometimes, ya know?”  
I didn’t know, actually. I can’t imagine I had any idea. 
Similarly, his classmate, Melissa, told me during one of our informal conversations that 
she would like to have newer biology books and that it would be nice to be able to take them 
home after class, rather than placing them back on the table for the next group of students to use. 
That the students do not have these resources is reminiscent of Jonathan Kozol’s (2001, 2005) 
findings in urban schools and his discussion of what he and educational researchers at the 
University of California’s Civil Rights Project call a return to “education apartheid” in the U.S., 
50 years after the landmark Brown v. Board of Education decision outlawed separate but equal 
education facilities for Black and White students. In Shame of the Nation, Kozol argues that one 
of the greatest difficulties faced by students attending our public schools in the U.S. is a return to 
a 1950-era type of hyper segregation, where students of color are so severely isolated from the 
outside world that they are unable to imagine a different kind of life and existence. Their ability 
to dream of something different isn’t nurtured by their experiences in public schools; it is stifled. 
Public education actually contributes to their disenfranchisement.  
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Extensive empirical research supports this claim. For example, social science and 
statistical research indicate that the level of poverty concentration in a school adversely affects 
academic outcomes for students (Coleman, 1966; Fine, 1994; Perry & McConney, 2010; 
Rumberger, 2007; Rusk, 2002), and this correlation strengthens as the percentage of low-income 
students increase (Hoxby, 2002; Kennedy et al., 1986). Even students from high socioeconomic 
backgrounds perform poorly when placed into majority low-socioeconomic schools (Aud, 
Hussar, Planty, Snyder . . . Drake, 2010), and as the socioeconomic status of the school 
decreases, so do student test scores (Perry & McConney, 2010). When coupled together, that is, 
when students of color constitute the majority population in high-poverty schools, their chances 
for academic success are abysmal. The combination of poverty concentration and racial isolation 
significantly impacts students’ academic performance (Caldas & Bankston, 1997; Hogrebe & 
Tate, 2010; Hoxby, 2002; Orfield, 2009; Orfield & Gordon, 2001; Rumberger & Palardy, 2006; 
Ryabov & Van Hook, 2006). Despite this evidence, though, programs and policies that aim to 
reduce academic gaps rarely—if ever—use race and/or class analyses in their design, 
implementation, or evaluation (Pollack, 2008).  
The combined context of racial isolation and concentrated poverty marks the everyday 
social and political milieu for students attending CJSHS. This was the environment in which 
Shawnee Community College implemented part of its college and career readiness programming, 
offering a free math course to students in an attempt to reduce the likelihood that students would 
enroll in post-secondary remediation. This was also the context in which students were expected 
by the state of Illinois and Shawnee Community College to participate in these free services to 
assist them on their future path toward college and career. This context, however, was missing 
from any thoughtful explanation as to why student investment in the math class remained low. 
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A Proposal for Critical Race Theory 
Critical Race Theory (CRT), a body of theory to which I turn to in detail in the next 
chapter, helps to illuminate the context in Cairo and allows for a sophisticated examination into 
the explanations provided by administrators and staff as to why the students in Cairo were not 
benefiting from the CCR Pilot Program. As deficit ideology has transformed, so too have the 
ways in which educators (and those involved in and/or interested in education) speak about 
students of color living in poverty and the rationales for their continued plight. The explanations 
provided to explain why CJSHS students were not benefitting from college readiness services 
ultimately do not do anything to improve the students’ situation, as deficit discourses are not 
concerned with creating a more equitable reality for students of color living in rural poverty. A 
CRT analysis shifts the focus from individualizing and pathologizing students of color to 
examining the structural designs that reinforce their status.  
As revealed in the title of this chapter, I argue that the seductive narrative of student 
motivation serves as a blanket to cover over and maintain structural inequity while 
simultaneously reinforcing racialized stereotypes of chronically underserved students. The CCR 
Pilot Program failed to meet the needs of underserved students of color living in rural poverty. I 
maintain that the people who mobilize deficit discourses have a responsibility to turn that 
discourse on themselves. How engaged are they to ensure that students in Cairo are being 
served? 
Subscribing to deficit ideology maintains the racial and socioeconomic status quo 
because the students are consequently positioned as the problem to be fixed. People of color have 
never collectively held the power—social, economic, political or otherwise—to explain and 
exclude as this has been an exclusive privilege afforded to Whites (Bonilla-Silva, 2003; Haney-
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Lopez, 2007). As an extension of the racist eugenics movement, deficit discourses have become 
engrained within the education system to legitimate the continued undereducation of people of 
color living in poverty. Without highlighting this racialization, such narratives seem as though 
they are neutral, operating independently from White racial domination. A critical race 
perspective helps us to see that, in fact, these discourses aren’t unbiased but are instead necessary 
to sustain White supremacy.  
Thus far I have begun to challenge the argument that individual students attending 
CJSHS are to blame for the failure of the CCR Pilot Program in Cairo. I have contextualized the 
notion of engagement, briefly described the kinds of conditions present at CJSHS, and provided 
student achievement data that highlights the structural and institutional barriers students face in 
their academic pursuits. I have critiqued deficit ideology by describing its origins and functions 
and proposed a CRT analysis that will help to uncover hidden issues absent within these 
discourses. This angle of analysis will also provide new ways to approach the intersections of 
race, class, and education, particularly as it relates to college and career readiness policy. In the 
next chapter I explain CRT as an interpretive and oppositional framework. I provide a brief 
history of Cairo, Illinois in relation to racial justice and education as a platform to understand the 
contemporary plight of students attending CJSHS. I conclude the chapter by turning to CRT 
scholars to argue that a critical race analysis of the implementation of the CCR Pilot Program in 
Cairo provides a different angle than the dominant deficit discourse which allows us to 
understand how such policies help to sustain White racial hegemony. The CCR Pilot Program 
did not assist the students in Cairo and trying to figure out what went wrong is a crucial step 
toward meeting the needs of students like those living in Cairo. 
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Interlude: 
Student Poetry: What Cairo Means to Me  
 It is the end of April and toward the end of the school day. I am in the administrative 
office making copies of a book that the school librarian loaned me. It is a book authored by 
students and a professor from Southern Illinois University Carbondale (SIUC) about the town of 
Cairo. The book is difficult to find and so instead of asking the librarian if I could borrow her 
copy to take home, I simply asked if I could make a copy of it on the copying machine. She 
seemed okay with my request and asked that I promptly return the book when I was done. She 
expressed to me that she did not like the book because of the way that the students and the 
professor at SIUC portrayed Cairo; she thought that they focused on the negative aspects of 
Cairo instead of the positive things about the town.  
 The administrative office was busy that afternoon, students coming in and out, phones 
ringing and conversations happening. In the midst of it all, as I was making copies of the book, 
the Dean of Students came up to me with a young man next to her. I had not engaged in an 
interview with her yet and we really had not spoken much throughout the semester, except for in 
short conversations. She was reserved and the students respected her. 
 As we were standing in the office she introduced me to her son and then told me that he 
had won an award for a poem he had written about Cairo. I shook her son’s hand and he smiled. 
He then handed me the poem and she said to me, “I think this is related to what you are looking 
at here, right?” I said yes and thanked her and her son for sharing the poem with me. 
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Figure 2. Poem, What Cairo Means To Me. 
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Chapter Two 
Toward a Historicity of Race and Education: Critical Race Theory and  
Education as an Act of White Supremacy in Cairo, Illinois 
 
White man hear me! History, as nearly no one seems  
to know, is not merely something to be read. And it  
does not refer merely, or even principally, to the past.  
On the contrary, the great force of history comes from  
the fact that we carry it within us, are consciously  
controlled by it in many ways, and history is literally  
present in all that we do. It could scarcely be otherwise,  
since it is to history that we owe our frames of reference,  
our identities, and our aspirations. 
(Baldwin, 1965) 
 
In the previous chapter I provided an introduction to my research and described how 
deficit discourses are employed to normalize the mass undereducation of Black and Brown 
students in the United States. In this chapter, because understanding the social, political, and 
economic context of education is a crucial part of understanding how any educational policy 
operates, I provide a CRT-influenced examination of Cairo’s history in relation to racism, White 
supremacy, and the provision of educational services for Black students. I draw from Laurence 
Parker’s (2004) proposal that CRT can and should be used to inform the evaluation of, and 
research on, educational policies and programs to guide this chapter. Using theory in evaluation 
is not novel, nor is the idea of a responsive approach in assessment that accounts for cultural 
context (Hood, Hobson, & Freirson, 2005; Hood, 1998). The role of critical theories of race and 
the centering and documentation of White racial hegemony within an evaluation context, 
however, continues to be controversial and challenging.  
For example, educational researchers George Noblit and Michelle Jay (2010) argue that 
while Parker’s proposal for CRT-guided evaluation is ripe for exploration, examples on the use 
of CRT in education evaluation remain largely absent within the field. In this chapter I am 
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interested in the criteria that we consider in accounting for the role of racialization in assessing 
how students and others experience education policies. One way to account for racialization is by 
turning to history. I propose using a historicity of race and education by focusing on the 
historical relationship between race and education, and drawing from critical race scholar 
Derrick Bell’s (1980) work in revisionist history. Knowledge of the historical relationship 
between race and education can and should inform contemporary conversations around the 
impact and experiences of education policy. By illuminating the experiences of people within the 
community and their historical relationship to even well-intentioned policies (and well-intended 
people), I argue that researchers and policymakers need to understand the racialized histories into 
which policies intervene. That is, we need to understand the deep historical and sociological 
context of students’ lives. The design and implementation of policies and programs that affect 
the lives of chronically underserved students of color would benefit from understanding the 
temporal nature and collective impact of intervention programs.  
As do other critical race scholars, I argue from the standpoint that White supremacy is the 
invisible social, political, and economic backbone of life in the United States (Gillborn, 2005, 
2008; Haney-Lopez, 2006; Mills, 1997) and that the institution of education is implicated in the 
perpetuation of persistent racial discrimination and patterning. As such, we can assert two things. 
First, I argue that racism is a function of White supremacy and is therefore deeply embedded 
within institutions and structural practices, as well as our epistemological and ontological 
frameworks. Thus, education as an institutional and structural practice is nourished by White 
supremacy and must be analyzed within this context. Second, because of this relationship, 
between White supremacy and education as an institutionalized practice, which encompasses the 
formation of education policy, its practices, as well as its logic and rhetoric, we must scrutinize 
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this relationship to understand how the practice of education is an exercise of White supremacy 
(Gillborn, 2005). That is, we must understand the system of education and its policies as a tool of 
White racial hegemony, necessarily functioning as part of a prejudicial system. I begin this 
analysis with an explanation of CRT and then move into a historicity of race and education in 
Cairo, Illinois. 
 
Critical Race Theory and Education 
While CRT began in legal studies, it has been useful in examining educational policy 
because similar to the law, educational policies play an integral role in the structuring of racial 
inequity. CRT scholars argue that laws and policies are not race-neutral; rather, they contain 
within their histories, development and implementation, embedded messages and intentions to 
protect White supremacy. This protection is referred to as Whiteness as property and has been 
established through law and public policy (Haney-Lopez, 2006; Harris, 1993). That is, privileges 
and interests of Whites are embedded within existing social structures and the resulting system 
which protects these interests is White supremacy (Gillborn, 2005, 2008; Mills, 1996). As such, 
critical race research of education policies begins from the premise that education plays an 
integral role in the perpetuation of racial stratification. 
Because of the embeddedness of White supremacy, CRT challenges the effectiveness of 
the law and social policies, including education policies, that claim to serve and protect the 
disenfranchised. Frustrated with the slow pace of change after the Civil Rights Movement, CRT 
scholars began to question whether the tools of law and policy were themselves too imbued with 
dominant power to effectively work for subordinated people. CRT scholars even disagree about 
the extent to which policies are ever well-intentioned with regard to racial equity (Bell, 1992; 
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Gillborn, 2008). Philosopher Charles Mills (1996), for instance, argues that equity policy 
implementation is grounded in a privileged racial ignorance which allows for such policies to be 
seen as “fair” for all students regardless of race and socioeconomic status. If different racial and 
cultural communities experience and respond differently to such policies, how can those policies 
be considered race-neutral? In the same vein, if we can closely predict academic achievement 
along the lines of race and socioeconomic status, how then are educational policies equitable? In 
this sense, education policies are inherently biased in that they are always designed to serve a 
specific population; according to CRT scholars, the population most often imagined by policy 
makers as their target is the racial majority. 
Similar to the issue of student motivation, educational policymakers need to understand 
the context in which people have experienced disrespect and hopelessness. The community in 
Cairo has limited tools available for working against such things, and a CRT analysis brings this 
context into the conversation, explicitly. Using CRT is useful for examining college and career 
readiness policy in Cairo because it allows for the examination of racialization. As I explain in 
the second part of the chapter, the people in Cairo have lived and experienced racial exclusion at 
every point in their history of interaction with law and public policy, including education 
policies. Thus, a theoretical tool that examines how that process works is particularly useful 
because it gives us insight into why students might choose not to participate in intervention 
programming.  
Education policies need to adequately and explicitly attend to histories of racialization 
and recognize that people of color living poverty, like those living in Cairo, have never been able 
to rely on the law for justice or protection. They have never been able to rely on education 
policies to deliver on their promises, from local, state, and federal interventions. In a town like 
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Cairo, with its violent racialized history and resistance to racial equity, how are contemporary 
education policies any different from past policies and intervention efforts? How does the 
community understand well-intended efforts on behalf of White people to “help” them? 
Understanding how the community perceives and responds to interventions like the CCR Pilot 
Program is critical and CRT is one angle of analysis that emphasizes this perspective. 
In the education literature, CRT is often described as a set of tenets that when taken 
together provide a critical framework for making sense of and analyzing education policies and 
practices. A CRT framework helps to illuminate how and in what ways education is a process of 
racialization. I provide a discussion of the four tenets that I privilege in this project below. CRT 
is a flexible framework and while CRT scholars emphasize different aspects of the paradigm, at 
the core of CRT is a commitment to experiential knowledge. That is, CRT advocates 
acknowledgment that the stories we tell about our own lives regarding the experiences of living 
within discriminatory institutions and structures are not only valuable, but useful in reforming 
policy. A second tenet of CRT is understanding White supremacy as the platform for life in the 
United States. As such, we must understand Whiteness as a property right (Harris, 1993) and that 
the institutions and mechanisms born of this system are inherently biased (Bell, 1992; Gillborn, 
2005, 2008; Mills, 1996). A third tenet of CRT is a sophisticated understanding of racism as a 
structural phenomenon whose reach extends beyond individual actions and intentions. The fourth 
tenet that I draw from is the notion of revisionist history to explain how and why historical 
patterns and experiences of racial dynamics are crucial to understanding the current plight of 
students of color living in poverty and the educational institutions which they attend. I then move 
into an historical analysis of Cairo, Illinois and close the chapter by articulating what a CRT 
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angle of analysis offers to this project. I begin with the first tenet of CRT, which is the salience 
of experiential knowledge. 
 
Four Tenets of Critical Race Theory 
Experiential knowledge. Narratives are stories, and we tell stories all of the time. We 
use stories to explain things, to express our feelings and those of others, and to make sense of our 
world. Stories reveal much about our positionality, our orientation toward the world, and how we 
understand reality. There are many kinds of stories and oftentimes they are different, if not 
opposing, because they originate from the experiences of storytellers. We all experience the 
world in different ways and because we do not all possess the same kinds of power, stories are 
political. Thus, some narratives about the world are privileged more than others and at the same 
time some stories are suppressed, disproportionately challenged, and/or outright refuted. In this 
sense, there exists a war between stories (Delgado, 1989) and the struggles to tell them—and to 
have them heard—is a constant battle. 
There is a lot at stake in who gets to narrate reality, particularly when such narratives 
shape the educational opportunities for students of color living in poverty. Stories told by those 
in dominant positions in society secure somewhat of a safe and consistent place within the social 
imaginary and by extension, social policy. These kinds of stories, constructed and preserved by 
those in power, are called dominant narratives, where the shared experiences, perspectives, and 
interests of the dominant class are represented in the story. An example of this kind of narrative 
is the student deficit discourse that I analyzed in the first chapter. The “students-lack-motivation” 
narrative was not constructed by students living in poverty or by communities of color, but rather 
by White people in positions of power who were, and continue to be, external to the community. 
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Even after the attack on deficit discourses in the 1960s and 1970s because of their relationship to 
eugenics-inspired genetic inferiority theories (Ryan, 1970), dominant narratives which 
rationalize the subjective positionality of oppressed peoples still loom large.  
CRT scholars focus on narrative storytelling because of the power in sharing experience. 
Subjugated groups have always responded in various ways to oppressive dominant discourses. 
One such way is through the use of parallel narratives, evident throughout history as a challenge 
to and illumination of dominant discourses and the superior positionality of the dominant group 
as a natural occurrence within these narratives. In his work on the use of legal storytelling, CRT 
and legal scholar, Richard Delgado (1989), argues that just as there are dominant stories, there 
are non-dominant stories, or stories told by the “outgroup” (p. 60). Delgado discusses what he 
refers to as the “outgroup” saying that these are “groups whose marginality defines the 
boundaries of the mainstream, whose voice and perspective—whose consciousness—has been 
suppressed, de-valued, and abnormalized” (p. 60). Narratives exist in many forms—in print, in 
song, in dance, in performance, and in language, for example. Narratives, or counternarratives as 
sometimes referred to in CRT, disrupt majoritarian stories about the reality of the world. 
Counternarratives are disruptive because they offer different versions of reality and give insight 
into the felt experiences of oppressed peoples. Because they challenge majoritarian theories (e.g., 
“if students were motivated they would show up to class”), they interrupt individualism. In this 
sense, counternarratives solicit, reify, and represent community. They provide a shared 
experience to which groups can relate. The emphasis on interrupting individualism is particularly 
useful in a school like CJSHS, where almost every 11
th
 grader scores below national benchmarks 
in math. The problem of college underpreparedness is clearly not an individual problem, yet the 
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constructed solutions to this problem largely focus on the individual. CRT helps us to see this 
disjuncture. 
Richard Delgado (1989) argues that stories told by “outgroups” aim to subvert dominant 
reality and serve multiple purposes. Stories told by the “under dog” have the potential to shatter 
complacency and challenge the status quo, including the normalization of racial hierarchy 
(Delgado, p. 61). Counternarratives provide a kind of “counter-reality" and offer examples of 
injustice and oppression so that we can learn beyond our own experience. Moreover, stories 
evoke empathy, particularly when the reader or listener has never herself experienced firsthand 
what she is hearing or reading. Delgado states that this is indeed counternarratives’ main virtue, 
to expand the range of empathy and elicit response from those in dominant positions of power (p. 
70). Such narratives are informative, they symbolize struggle and hope, and throughout history 
people of color, people living in poverty, and other subjugated groups in the United States have 
used them, in part, as forms of expression and resistance. 
At the heart of a focus on narratives and experiential knowledge is the idea that much of 
social reality is constructed (Delgado, 1989). In other words, we interpret our reality in varying 
ways depending on our experiences and therefore, construct rationalizations to make sense of the 
world. As Delgado argues, “We decide what is, and, almost simultaneously, what ought to be” 
(p. 62). And it is the latter part of his argument that concerns CRT scholars. By subscribing to 
particular narrative habits and patterns, we shape what we see and that which we want to see. 
Delgado refers to these kinds of habits as patterns of perception and argues that once they 
become habitual, they tempt us to believe that the ways things are—the persistence of racial 
inequity in education, for example—is inevitable (p. 62). Alternative visions of reality are 
difficult to construct, let alone understand. Social phenomena such as poverty and institutional 
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racism become commonplace and rather than envisioning ways to eradicate them, it becomes 
easier to envision ways to live within them, where they are permanent fixtures within society. 
These permanent fixtures, as I explain as part of the second tenet of CRT, are racialized. 
 Whiteness as property. 
Whiteness—the right to White identity as embraced  
by law—is property if by “property” one means all  
of a person’s legal rights.  
 (Harris, 1995) 
 
 In his book, White by Law: The Legal Construction of Race, Ian Haney-Lopez (2006) 
argues that through its practice and execution, law gives race and racial characteristics meaning. 
Drawing on CRT scholars such as Cheryl Harris (1993), Haney-Lopez argues that the legal and 
social meanings attached to race are largely the result of racially exclusive immigration and 
citizenship policy in the United States and the desire to legitimate racist ideology through the use 
of legal force. He cites case law to assert that the origin of racial categorization in the United 
States is the result of the creation and execution of legal policy. In other words, racial identity is 
only given meaning and value through law. CRT scholars argue that the same can be said of 
education, that the law and similarly, education, provides a process of racialization and it is 
through this process that a premier value is placed upon Whiteness. This process works to restrict 
people in their ability to imagine a world that could be otherwise, a world that is not divided 
along political, economic, and racial lines. 
 CRT scholar Cheryl Harris (1993) argues that Whites are able to institutionally protect 
their privilege via the law. In her revolutionary piece, “Whiteness as Property,” she argues that 
exclusionary policies aimed at maintaining the racial status quo and the dominate-subordinate 
relationship between Whites and non-Whites were created through legally determining who was 
not White. Whiteness became the “quintessential property for personhood” and in this sense 
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Whiteness became an object, something that individuals could possess (p. 281). Drawing upon 
classical theorists, Harris refers to James Madison’s view of property, quoting that property 
“embraces every thing with which a man [sic] may attach a value and have a right” (p. 279). In 
this liberal view of property, Whiteness is understood as both an aspect of identity and a property 
interest, which can be used as a resource. Commenting on the liberal view of property, Harris 
argues that property includes the exclusive rights of possession, use and disposition, and its 
attributes include the right to transfer or alienability, the right to use and enjoyment, and the right 
to exclude others (p. 281). The benefits afforded to Whites were and are of premier value 
precisely because they were and are denied to others (p. 285).  
 In the realm of education policy and provision of education services, Harris’ argument is 
useful. Because of the legal process of racialization, White people were never required to defend 
their rights on the basis of race because they were never collectively denied them. This is the 
educational reality today, where widespread educational inequity exists unequivocally along the 
lines of race and class (Orfield, 2009). School quality is correlated with race and class (Orfield, 
2009) and standardized test scores are correlated along racial and socio-economic lines (Hoxby, 
2002), for example.  
 While blatant policies that advocate for the under-education of students of color living in 
poverty are illegal with the passage of the 1954 Brown v. Board of Education decision, the 
reality is that contemporary policies and practices allow for these inequities to live. Attempts to 
eradicate this injustice or to redress past (ongoing) discrimination, as seen in the Seattle School 
District’s attempt at equalizing educational opportunities for disadvantaged students of color 
living in poverty in 2007
14
, are legally unconstitutional according to the Supreme Court of the 
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 See: Parents Involved In Community Schools v. Seattle School District No. 1, 551 U.S. 701 (2007). 
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United States. Like the law, the education system still protects the interests of Whites because it 
was designed with them in mind (Alexander, 2010; Gillborn, 2008; Mills, 1997). Because of the 
relationship between the law and education, as well as the role that education plays in solidifying 
racial hierarachization, it is necessary to understand the practices that help to sustain White 
supremacy. In effect, we must have a sophisticated understanding of how racism operates. 
 The pervasiveness of institutional racism. 
Ya know, like, racism still exists and all that stuff  
and people don’t get jobs because of they skin color.  
They [the teachers] try to pretend that racism don’t  
exist because we are in the new millennium . . .  
but if you seen what I seen, then, naw. 
 (John, Black Student at CJSHS, 2010) 
 
The belief in the inherent superiority of one race over all others is perhaps the most 
common definition of racism. Less common is defining racism as a system of ignorance, 
exploitation, and power (Marable, 1992) that is fundamentally used to oppress people of color. 
Instead, racism is often understood as the collection of individual conscious and overt 
discriminatory acts. Although the term racism certainly includes explicit acts of hate, 
discrimination, and bigotry, this definition is insufficient to encompass such a complex social 
phenomenon. A structural definition is necessary to highlight the ways racism is embedded in 
every day organizations and institutions.  
In 1976, Carmichael and Hamilton described the term institutional racism in their book, 
Black Power: The Politics of Liberation in America as the following:  
Institutional racism . . . is less overt, far more subtle, less identifiable in terms of specific 
individuals committing the acts. But it is no less destructive of human life. [It] originates 
in the operation of established and respected forces in the society, and thus receives far 
less public condemnation.” (p. 112, original emphasis) 
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A structural/institutional definition of racism includes unconscious and implicit patterns and 
behaviors that work to the detriment of communities of color and help to reinforce the 
contemporary racial-social order (Bonilla-Silva, 2003). Sometimes referred to as systemic, 
structural, or institutional racism, these definitions account for the disproportionate access people 
of color have to social goods and services, such as employment, housing, healthcare and 
education. Philosopher Charles Mills (1997) expands on this definition arguing that racism is 
also a political system, with particular power structures, formal and informal rules, 
socioeconomic privileges, “and norms for the differential distribution of wealth and 
opportunities, benefits and burdens, rights and duties” (p. 3). In a society that professes to be 
colorblind—and even post-racial—the only way to account for the reality that people of color 
continue to be disproportionately affected by every social ill imaginable is to understand racism 
as embedded within systemic practices and endemic to life within the United States (Delgado & 
Stefancic, 2001; Ladson-Billings, 1998), rather than the collection of individual racist acts 
(McMorris, 1996). As Brown et al. (2003) argue, any analysis of racial inequality “that routinely 
neglects organizations and practices that, intentionally or unintentionally, generate or maintain 
racial inequalities over long periods of time is incomplete and misleading” (p. 19). 
In his discussion on unconscious racism, Charles R. Lawrence (1995), drawing heavily 
from Chester Pierce’s work on the psychology of racism, likens this conceptualization of racism 
to that of a disease. He argues that racism can be thought of as a “public health concern” and that 
everyone is contaminated, including educational institutions, by virtue of their existence within a 
racist system (p. 32). From this angle we can reframe the problems facing students in Cairo: 
rather than the students “lacking motivation,” the problem is the inability of school personnel 
and policy administrators to attend to institutional racism as a public health concern. 
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Understanding racism from this systemic perspective has profound implications for 
eradicating the disease that is racism and its detrimental effects on educational inequality. When 
racism is narrowly understood as being located in the individual, as in the collected acts of 
individuals, then the solution also logically lies within the individual. However, when racism is 
thought of as systemic, as infectious to those living day to day in a toxic system, individual 
actions will not solve the problem of racism, nor will educational policies targeted toward 
individual students. An example provided by Neil Gotanda (1991) makes this point clearly. 
Gotanda argues that an individualistic view of racism precludes people from understanding how 
public policies are racialized. He argues that programs providing economic aid would not be 
thought of as an effective weapon against racism because social problems are considered to be 
independent from racial components. Because of this compartmentalized view of racism, its 
prescribed solutions and their associated narratives are inept in eliminating it. 
The continued presence of racism relies on egalitarian narratives that promote racial 
neutrality to mask and maintain the existence of a racialized status quo. In essence, racism relies 
on colorblind theories of justice for its preservation. Greta McMorris (1996) expands on this 
notion by drawing from cognitive psychology. She argues that individual acts of colorblindness, 
for example, will not cure racism because they do nothing to permeate the deep-seated 
prejudiced beliefs that people have about racial and ethnic minorities (p. 703). CRT’s 
redefinition and focus on racism provides a critique of liberal notions of fairness, including 
appeals to racial colorblindness, because it reframes individual acts of colorblindness as 
unhelpful in eliminating racism. In other words, efforts that focus on the individual do not 
puncture the depth, breadth, and pathological nature of racism. If education policies are 
inherently biased because they are designed for the racial and socioeconomic majority, then 
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policies that aim to be race-neutral assist in the perpetuation of White racial hegemony. This 
description of racism, which accounts for the persistence of racial inequality despite individual 
intentions, is a fundamental component of CRT.  
 Revisionist history. Critical race theory calls for the development of revisionist history 
(Delgado & Stefancic, 2001) that replaces, augments, and disrupts majoritarian stories about life 
in the United States with narratives from disenfranchised groups whose perspectives have been 
strategically suppressed. For example, in his analysis of the Brown v. Board of Education 
decision, critical race scholar Derrick Bell (1980) uses revisionist history to challenge the 
rationale behind the landmark decision. In his analysis, Bell proposes the idea of interest 
convergence, arguing that White people will only tolerate and support racial justice to the extent 
that it does not infringe upon or threaten their social standing. In this sense, racial equity will 
only be pursued when it converges with the interests of Whites. Bell argues that what seem to be 
antiracist landmarks are often policies or decisions that were not primarily decided or developed 
out of a concern about challenging racism. Instead, these decisions and policies had other more 
hegemonic purposes, such as the desire for international respect during cold war times. Critical 
race scholars analyze education policies with the same critical angle, asking whether these 
policies really mean to challenge racism or whether they have other White privilege-preserving 
functions.  
Bell’s notion of interest convergence is useful in analyzing educational policies because it 
pushes us to challenge the idea that well-intended policies are—and can be—designed to assist 
all students. For whom are they designed? The theory of interest convergence compels us to ask, 
for example, why the empirical research on intervention programming for disadvantaged youth 
was not used in the design of the Illinois CCR Pilot Program. External evaluations of Federal 
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bridge programs such as Upward Bound (Myers, Olsen, Seftor, Young, & Tuttle, 2004), Talent 
Search (Constantine, Seftor, Martin, & Silva, 2006), and GEAR UP (Westat, 2003) may have 
been useful in constructing the effort in Illinois for underserved students of color living in 
poverty. Using Bell’s notion of revisionist history and examining the historical implementation 
of these programs helps also to contextualize their outcomes and privilege how communities 
experience these efforts. Using revisionist history, I turn next to a historicity of race and 
education in Cairo, Illinois to contextualize the response in Cairo to the Illinois CCR Pilot 
Program. 
 
Serving the Racial Majority: Education as an Act of White Supremacy 
in Cairo, Illinois 
 
Following CRT scholars Delgado and Stefancic (2001), the links among race, education, 
and institutional and town histories are a crucial part of my discussion of educational policy. 
Education does not occur in a vacuum nor is it ahistorical, rather it lives and dies within the 
historical and everyday contexts of peoples’ lives. Thus, in order to understand how education 
operates, indeed how people make meaning of education policies and understand the purposes 
and possibilities of education, we must understand the context into which policies are inserted. In 
Cairo, the CCR Policy was implemented against the backdrop of a long tradition of failed 
policies, mistrust, and resistance to equity.  
In March of 1972, the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights traveled to Cairo, Illinois to hold 
hearings amid hostile racial turmoil, including ongoing discrimination, hate, and murder. In 
1967, just 5 years prior, Robert Hunt Jr. was found hanged in a Cairo jail. Hunt was a Black 
soldier on leave from the army and visiting his home town of Cairo. The police department 
claimed that Hunt’s death was a suicide and that he hung himself with this own shirt. The Black 
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community was outraged. There was conflicting evidence surrounding Hunt’s death and the 
actions taken by the police department immediately following his death added to the ambiguity 
of their claim. Hunt’s death sparked several days of rioting (Nelson, 1996) and many Black 
protesters were arrested under an unconstitutional city ordinance that banned picketing (Ewing, 
1996). While his death is not technically considered a lynching, Cairo is home to the last 
lynching to occur in Illinois and one of the last ones to occur in the entire Midwest region. Cairo 
is infamously known for the 1909 public lynching of Will James, a Black man accused of raping 
and murdering a White woman in the nearby town of Anna, Illinois. This lynching occurred in a 
blatant disregard for Illinois anti-mob law, in effect anti-lynching law, established in 1905. 
Despite inconclusive evidence as to his involvement in Anna Pelley’s death (Beasley, 1909), 
James’ lynching was a public spectacle, drawing more than ten thousand people to the small 
town of Cairo (“Cairo Mob,” 1909). A detailed photo account of his death exists, including his 
lynching, his charred decapitated head sitting on top of a stick, law enforcement agents and the 
blood hounds that ostensibly sniffed their way into James’ house, and a group of young boys 
standing around his ashes after his body was riddled with over five hundred bullets, dragged 
through the town, and then set on fire (Allen, Lewis, Litwack, and Als, 2000; Beasley, 1909; 
Niederkorn, 1909). Whites in Cairo were quite proud of this accomplishment, even turning 
James’ circus-style death into a series of postcards (Allen et al., 2000).  
A temporary bipartisan agency established by Congress in 1957, the Commission on 
Civil Rights was charged with the task of investigating complaints around the country in relation 
to discrimination allegations along the lines of race, color, religion, sex, and national origin 
(Good, 1973). The Commission had their work cut out for them on this spring day in 1972 as 
they listened to testimony from Cairo residents on the continued racism, racially-motivated 
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violence, and racial segregation in their town. During this time most public institutions in Cairo 
were still “Whites-only,” while shootings and arsons were almost daily occurrences, prompting 
the Illinois State police to permanent duty there in 1970 (Seng, 1982). Because the Commission 
was in Cairo to search for answers to the continued maintenance of public segregation, racial 
discrimination, and ongoing race-related violence, they were consequently not met with open 
arms by the White residents of the area, who had successfully excluded Blacks from every public 
domain, including the police force, the fire department, the city council, the housing authority, 
churches, the public pool, and even the little league team, almost 70 years after Plessy v. 
Ferguson outlawed separate but equal public facilities, excluding schools (Ewing, 1996; Seng, 
1982).  
After a day of testimony from brave residents who were harassed and threatened with 
violence for their participation in the hearings (Good, 1973), the Commission’s final report 
concluded that the residents of Cairo had very little faith in the police department to uphold the 
laws that were enacted to protect them. Their findings were consistent with other reports 
sanctioned by the state during this time period, where Illinois concluded that despite the presence 
of Civil Rights Law and a police force, Black residents in Cairo still faced strategic 
discrimination.
15
 The Commission therefore recommended that the Illinois General Assembly 
seize control over local law enforcement functions in Cairo “because local officials had failed to 
protect the rights’ of citizens” (Seng, 1982, p. 10). However, this recommendation was never 
implemented. The failure on behalf of Whites in positions of power to protect the rights of 
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 This was consistent with the conclusion reached by the State of Illinois in 1969 when they launched an 
investigation necessitated by the “continuing violence and discord in Cairo,” which resulted in Illinois House 
Resolution No. 118, Preliminary Report of the Special House Committee to Investigate the Allegations Concerning 
the County of Alexander and the City of Cairo. A full copy of this report is available in Appendix C. This sentiment 
was also reflected in the 1975 report commissioned by the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, A Decade of Waiting 
in Cairo: A Report of the Illinois Advisory Committee to the United States Commission on Civil Rights.  
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Blacks was the culture in Cairo and the Commission’s report highlighted this reality. For 
example, despite Illinois legislation passed in 1949 (H.B. No. 1066) which outlawed the use of 
state funds for school districts who exclude or segregate on the basis of race, color or nationality, 
separate schools for Black students in Cairo remained exclusively Black until 1967 after which 
the state of Illinois intervened (Seng, 1982). Whites in Cairo actively resisted integration post-
Brown and even after desegregation efforts were made in Cairo, Black students in public schools 
continued to receive an inferior education (Hays, 1997).  
Forced desegregation and resisting equity. The institutional exclusions were not 
limited to official town positions but were rather a broadly conceived policy of racial segregation 
and discrimination. In 1969, the Federal government found Cairo’s schools to be in violation of 
Title VI of the 1964 Civil Rights Act. As Cairo moved to comply with Federal law so that they 
would not lose vital funding, it adopted what is known as the “Princeton Plan” of desegregation. 
Under this plan, Cairo was to pair formerly White schools with formerly Black schools. In Cairo, 
as in many other parts of the country, this resulted in the closing of predominantly Black schools 
and Black students were then forced to attend formerly White schools (Anderson, 2006). The 
White schools were oftentimes unwelcoming and hostile environments for Black students and 
this had demoralizing effects on Black students. For example, in his thorough discussion on the 
unintended consequences of desegregation as a result of the Brown v. Board of Education 
decision, historian James Anderson (2006) reminds us that the process of desegregation was 
devastating for Black students. As Black schools closed and Black students were funneled into 
White schools, Black students consequently lost part of their heritage. Anderson refers to this 
experience as the “tale of two Browns’ and quoting historian David Cecelski (1994), points out 
that:  
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When Black schools closed, their names, mascots, mottos, holidays, and traditions were 
sacrificed with them, while the students were transferred to historically White schools 
that retained those markers of cultural and racial identity. When former Black high 
schools did not shut down, they were invariably converted into integrated junior high or 
elementary schools. White officials would frequently change the names given the school 
buildings by the Black community and would remove plaques or monuments that 
honored Black cultural, political, or educational leaders. They hid from public view 
trophy cases featuring Black sports teams with those used by the White schools. The 
depth of White resistance to sending their children to historically Black schools was also 
reflected in the flames of the dozens of these schools that were torched as desegregation 
approached. (pp. 8-9) 
 
The state of Illinois recognized that the public schools in Cairo were struggling with 
desegregation efforts and provided teachers in Cairo and a nearby school district, Egyptian, with 
an eight month training program. From November 1
st
, 1996 to June 30
th
, 1967, consultants hired 
by the state of Illinois facilitated an in-service program for teachers on Saturdays. The outcomes 
of the training are unknown, except for a report authored by Dr. Morris Osburn for the United 
States Department of Health and Human Services (see Figure 3).  
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Figure 3. An in-service program to provide greater educational opportunities for children 
attending desegregated classrooms in the Cairo and Egyptian school districts, Alexander County, 
Illinois.
16
 
 
 Other strategies of resistance in Cairo included “White flight,” where White middle-class 
residents moved away from the area in order to avoid racial desegregation in public schools. 
Scholars such as Derrick Bell (1980), Charles Clotfelter (2004), and Reynolds, Richards, & 
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 Osburn, M. (No Date). Grant-to-School-Board Number One. P.L. 88-352, Title Iv, Section 405, Civil Rights Act 
of 1964. A full copy of the six page report, which highlights summary and findings, is available in Appendix D. 
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Wurdock (1980), argue that racial desegregation efforts catalyzed White flight in some cities 
throughout the 1950s and 60s. Racial migration was a tactic used by Whites to avoid and work 
against equity and it illuminates that while colorblindness may be a policy-ideal, it is certainly 
not operational in how Whites buy houses or choose school districts. The national pattern of 
White racial migration correlates with population changes in Cairo during this time period. In 
1970, for example, 33% of White residents left Cairo, just one year after the state forced the 
schools to desegregate (see Figure 4). While the overall population had steadily been declining 
for decades in Cairo, 1970 marked the beginning of a trend in the percentage decrease of White 
residents and a simultaneous percentage increase in Black residents. 
 
Figure 4. Cairo population by race, 1950-2010. The left side of the graph represents the total 
percentage of the population in Cairo and the right side of graph represents the total population 
numerically. 
 
The impending reality of desegregation in Cairo caused uproar from the White 
community, similar to the massive resistance and openly defiant opposition occurring throughout 
the south. In 1969, the same year that Cairo was found to be in violation of the 1964 Civil Rights 
Act, Whites in Cairo established an all-White private school in another effort to avoid 
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desegregation. Under the direction of Reverend Larry Potts, Whites named the school Camelot 
Parochial School (Good, 1973; Ibata, 1975; Seng, 1982) and purchased the building from the 
Cairo public school system. Rev. Potts purchased the building after administrators refused to sell 
the former school building to representatives of the Black community who wanted to open a 
desegregated youth recreation center (Commission Transcripts, 1972).
17
  
A key member of the KKK-inspired group the White Hats, the director Rev. Potts is 
infamously known for clubbing a Black man to death in a public park for ostensibly trying to 
rape this wife. He was never convicted of a crime and acquitted by an all-White coroner’s jury 
just one year prior to the formation of Camelot (Ewing, 1972; Seng, 1982). And, as of 2011, 
Potts still lives in Cairo. On July 16, 1969, Potts announced the establishment of Camelot in 
front of a crowd of White supporters: 
The legendary site of King Arthur’s Court was a place where justice, honor and truth 
reigned supreme. The place where men were united in a brotherhood based upon respect 
for the dignity and nobility of the individual. . . . It remains for the young to strive for 
perfection and live for an ideal. Camelot was perfection and Camelot will live again . . . 
in an unlikely place, in a place blessed by nature but marred by man. (Good, 1973, p. 36, 
citing the Cairo Citizen, July 16, 1969) 
 
Camelot opened in September with an enrollment of 300 students and approximately 15 teachers, 
all of whom transferred from the public schools (Commission Transcripts, 1972). Students 
attending Camelot were even allowed to ride the bus to their all-White private school as 
permitted under Illinois law (Good, 1973). Because state aid relied on Black-to-White ratios, the 
transfer of 300 White students decreased the amount of funding going into the public schools. 
Moreover, it severely reduced state aid calculated on attendance (Good, 1973).  
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 An organizer of the all-White private school, Tom Madra, purchased the building for the school. Madra was a lead 
member of the White supremacist organization, the White Hats. Black groups wanting to create a desegregated 
public recreation facility for students contacted the city prior to this purchase because they wanted to buy one of the 
abandoned schools. The city denied their request and instead sold the building to Tom Madra explicitly for the 
future home of Camelot (Good, 1975, p. 39). 
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In 1970, the White leaders of Camelot applied for and were granted tax-exempt status by 
the Internal Revenue Service, despite their lack of accreditation (Commission Transcripts, 1972). 
They were therefore allowed to operate in direct violation of federal Civil Rights Law. In 1971, a 
Cairo citizen wrote to the IRS concerned about Camelot’s tax-exempt status because the school 
was participating in racially discriminatory policies. Despite Camelot’s claim that any student of 
any color could enroll in the school, no Black student was ever admitted to Camelot. During their 
testimony in the Commission’s hearings, White school board members of Camelot claimed that 
no Black student had ever applied to the school. When pressed about whether or not a Black 
student could enroll in the school, the principal of Camelot responded that such a decision would 
depend on enrollment numbers, capacity, and the ability on behalf of the student’s family to pay 
tuition. Given that the board of directors for Camelot were well-known and explicit about their 
involvement in White supremacist organizations, as well as their blatant disregard for and 
resistance to desegregation law, it is not surprising that no Black students ever applied to 
Camelot (if this is indeed accurate). From its inception, Camelot was known as an all-White 
school, keeping Black students segregated from White students was its mission. Citizens of 
Cairo, both Black and White, knew of this mission and were aware of why the school opened in 
the first place. In fact, Camelot made no attempts to conceal its bigotry, even using its 
fundraising events as an opportunity to publicly express racist sentiment (see Figure 5).  
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Figure 5. Fish in Blackface, an advertisement sign for Camelot’s fish fry, Cairo, IL, 1970.18  
 
In 1972, two years after the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights recommended that the IRS 
review its policy for determining tax-exempt status of private schools, tax payers were still 
funding Camelot (Lindstrom, 1975). No record exists as to whether the IRS took the advice of 
the Commission or if they investigated the claims raised in the letter (Good, 1973). This is 
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 The fish sign was painted Black to resemble a racist Black caricature, popular in the 18
th
 and early 19
th
 century 
minstrel theater and in advertising. For more on the history of race caricatures in the United States, see Anderson, J. 
(2009). From Looney Coons to Tacos & Tequila: The Aesthetics of Race in Middle Class America. Center for 
Advanced Study Chancellor’s Special Lecture Archive. The University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. Retrieved 
online: http://cas.illinois.edu/Events/ViewPublicEvent.aspx?Guid=DB10F22C-F640-4BC8-8D38-705FB807E490. 
Image reprinted with permission from Preston Ewing, Jr., Let My People Go: Cairo, Illinois, 1967-1973, Southern 
Illinois University Press, 1996. 
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consistent with Mica Pollack’s (2008) research on the ironic inability of the U.S. Commission on 
Civil Rights to actually address racial discrimination in education. Pollack argues that the 
Commission can suggest and encourage institutions to make changes, but that they 
comprehensively lack the power and authority to demand the kinds of changes that would be 
necessary to increase or equalize the quality of education provided to students of color living in 
poverty. Recommending rather than demanding that the IRS cease racially discriminatory and 
illegal funding practices is just one example of their limited governance. Camelot continued to 
operate as an all-White private school as late as 1975, and arguably later since records for the 
school were kept secret, especially after the Commission’s hearings (Ibata, 1975).19 Camelot was 
not forced to submit these records. 
While Camelot only enrolled 300 students, it had devastating effects on the public school 
system in Cairo and thus, the education provided to Black students. Camelot supporters and 
board members strongly opposed efforts to generate local tax dollars for the public schools that 
desperately needed funding in order to make payroll and were successful in killing referenda 
aimed at this goal (Good, 1973; Lindstrom, 1975). Enrollment continued to decline in the public 
schools and as vital dollars were pulled, and the ability to generate local monies denied, they 
struggled financially. The lack of funds forced the district to use available Federal Special 
Education monies in order to keep the system running (Lindstrom, 1975). The public schools 
relied on Federal programs such as the Emotionally Handicapped, the Educable Mentally 
Handicapped, and the Trainable Mentally Handicapped to pay teachers and while this enabled 
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 Seng (1982) makes an important note in relation to IRS tax exempt status and the struggle for racial equality in 
education: “On January 8, 1982, the Reagan administration announced that it was reversing an 11-year-old policy 
and would begin granting tax exemptions to racially discriminatory private schools. After a storm of protest, the 
White House reversed its position only four days later. . . . More than half the lawyers in the Civil Rights Division of 
the Justice Department signed a protest statement, arguing that to grant tax exempt status to discriminatory private 
schools “violates existing federal civil rights laws as expressed in the Constitution, Acts of Congress, and federal 
court interpretations thereof” (p. 5, citing the Chicago Tribune, February 3, 1982).  
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the schools to stay afloat, it carried serious consequences for the mostly Black students attending 
the public schools.  
This kind of Federal funding is proportionate to the number of students identified as 
qualifying for disability programs within the schools. Certainly this is complex as diagnosing 
learning disabilities is important, so too is challenging the stigma of special education, but 
claiming that behavior disorder is a disability is also a problem. Black boys are overidentified as 
behavior disordered and through this overidentification disability gets mapped onto race, thus 
making dis/ability a racialized concept. In Cairo, because of the schools’ reliance upon such 
funding, large numbers of students were erroneously classified by the school “as requiring 
special attention, a stigma which can remain with the student for years” (Lindstrom, 1975, p. 30). 
While it is unknown whether the students in Cairo suffer from such a stigma today, current data 
on special education classification is alarming. In 2010, the number of students in Cairo under 
this classification was almost double the state average. The Individualized Education Program 
(IEP), mandated by the federal law, Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, provides 
additional and supplemental services to students with disabilities or who qualify for special 
education (U.S. Department of Education, 2010). In the 2009-2010 academic year, CJSHS 
classified 24.8% of its students as requiring IEPs, compared with a district average of 19.2% and 
a state average of 13.1% (ISBE, 2010).
20
 
Race and the failure of educational policies. In trying to address persistent racial 
discrimination, the Commission specifically targeted the provision of education services in 
Cairo. The Commission understood that parochial schools were a tactic for White flight and had 
the effect of defunding public schools as well, so they were particularly interested in Camelot. 
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 This information is taken from the 2010 Illinois Interactive Report Card, funded by the Illinois State Board of 
Education (ISBE).  
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During the hearings, Commissioner Maurice B. Mitchell succinctly captured the reasons why the 
commission was concerned about education in Cairo: 
The Commission in coming to Cairo is pursuing among other things its conviction that 
one of the important opportunities that will in the end produce a society of people who 
can live with each other under more equal circumstances in the opportunity for equal 
education or an equal opportunity to have a quality education. And so it views any 
circumstance in which the schools are in jeopardy with particular interest. (p. 116) 
 
The Commission interviewed a variety of people involved at all levels of education to gain a 
better understanding of the educational climate in Cairo at the time. As their final report 
indicates, the establishment of Camelot only solidified tensions between Black and White 
residents. Because it was allowed to operate, for all intents and purposes, like a public school, it 
communicated very clearly to the Black community that the White power structure in Cairo was 
indestructible, so much so that it was even backed by the United States Federal government.
21
  
The fact that the Commission on Civil Rights traveled to the small town of Cairo in 1972 
speaks to the profound power racist ideology has in maintaining the racial status quo, despite 
attempts by residents to call upon social, legal, and education policy. The Commission’s 
presence in southern Illinois indicates that there was an organized opposition to White 
supremacy and that the opposition tried to use institutional means to correct the situation, only to 
find themselves defeated by the institutions that would not respond. The defeated attempts by the 
Black community in Cairo and their allies brought about exhaustion and their experiences raises 
serious concerns about the in/ability of public policy to permeate White supremacy.  
In his final report on the Commission’s hearings in Cairo, Paul Good (1973) asks a 
straight-forward question on the role and responsibility of government and public policy: “After 
decades of political rhetoric and legislation, why can’t a government capable of the effort 
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required to land men on the moon effectively end racism and poverty in one small Midwestern 
city” (p. 12)? Good’s question captures the kinds of analysis needed in distinctively racialized 
projects because of the government’s role and responsibility in maintaining and/or eradicating 
racism and poverty. The history of Cairo’s resistance to educational and legal equity forms the 
context for the failure of public school and higher education policies. Rethinking that history and 
those policies through the lens of CRT can help to tease apart how equity remains an unfulfilled 
promise within education.  
The educational climate in Cairo today only makes sense when the issues that students 
face are connected to an historical understanding. The issues that are seemingly in the past 
provide the platform for the current conditions that show us that the past really isn’t the past at 
all. For the students attending school in Cairo during the time of the Commission’s work, many 
of whom are now parents of the students attending CJSHS today, every facet of their life was 
racially segregated. The general ethos reinforced rather than challenged this segregation because 
the institutional structures demanded it. The Black community was never able to rely on the law 
to bring them justice, nor the public officials entrusted with upholding such laws to work on the 
side of racial justice. This history of legalized discrimination and betrayal has led to a general 
mistrust on behalf of the Black community in Cairo, especially toward Whites and their policies, 
regardless of intention. 
Even at a time when Civil Rights law was quite strong, it could not overcome local forms 
of White privilege and racism. Those forces in Cairo only reasserted themselves in less blatant 
ways. Now, they are manifest in educational neglect, which claims a certain degree of fairness 
based on its unwillingness to address the legacies of particular histories. How can and should 
educational policies work in these kinds of contexts? How can research inform more equitable 
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education policies? CRT shows us that when seemingly neutral education policies and programs 
are implemented into the inertia of White supremacy, into a history of resistance to racial equity, 
such policies only reinforce the patterning of racial privilege because White supremacy is 
embedded within institutions and structures. In order to resist White racial hegemony and work 
for more equitable educational experiences for all students, we must have research and 
evaluation that explicitly considers the role of racialization in education. That is, we need 
research that accounts for the embeddedness of racism and White supremacy present within the 
domain of education and this research must examine the relationship between education and 
continued racial stratification. It must document the processes of racialization, including the 
ways that students and others disengage from education policies and how, likewise, education 
policies disengage them. 
I have argued thus far that one such way to document the process of racialization is by 
turning to a historicity of race and education. Documenting the racialized circumstances into 
which policies intervene can provide much-needed context to understand the failure of education 
policies to meet the needs of diverse learners. Moreover, a CRT perspective can help to inform 
the future design of educational policies that intend to serve chronically underserved students of 
color living in poverty. This angle of analysis includes qualitative methods that capture the lived 
experiences of students as they interact with policies like the Illinois CCR Pilot Program. In the 
next two chapters I explain the methods and methodologies that I used in this project and how 
the central tenets of CRT that I outlined in this chapter translated into my methodological 
practice. 
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Interlude: 
Critical Reflexivity:  
On The Presence of Military Recruiters at CJSHS 
Personal Researcher/Observation Notes, April 15
th
, 2010: 
I am doing some paperwork for Mr. Harrison and the army recruiter is back. He is in the 
office holding dog tags for students. He is talking with Miss Rachel and dressed in army 
fatigues. My instinct is not to like his presence here. At all. I’ve got to think more about 
this. 
 
 [later that same afternoon] 
 
I’m using an army pen right now to write these notes. Is this weird? I don’t think I’ve 
ever used an army pen before . . .  
 
 The first time that I saw one of the military recruiters at CJSHS was during the Math 041 
class when a male recruiter pulled Melissa out of class. We were holding class in the library, 
without a chalkboard, and the recruiter politely entered the library and asked the instructor, Carl, 
if he could talk with Melissa. Melissa got up and met him in the hall. When she came back to 
class, I asked her what happened and she told me that she was going into the army. This was our 
second class together and I did not really know Melissa. I had never experienced a military 
officer pulling a student from an academic class, either, at least not that I can remember, and I 
found it strange. When Melissa returned to tell me that the recruiter was very interested in 
convincing her to join the Army, I found myself feeling angry. I remember thinking that the 
recruiter was casual in his actions, as if he were familiar with this kind of thing, pulling students 
from their classes in order to recruit them into the military. I didn’t like it. 
 My own moral-political views on the subject were that the military has no business being 
on public school property. Period. I recognize this is a pretty bold statement, but this was, and 
still is, my view on the subject for a variety of reasons. Most important is that I cannot reconcile 
my democratic vision of education with what I see to be a predatory recruitment strategy on 
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behalf of the military that targets schools like CJSHS. I think military service is a noble career 
choice, as are many other career choices, but serving in the military should be one of many 
options available to students. Students should be exposed to a range of options, if indeed they do 
exist. At CJSHS, I did not feel like students were being given such a range. Military recruitment 
officers set up a table in the cafeteria every few weeks to talk with students during their lunch 
hour. The officers hand out pencils, assist students with paperwork, and explain the benefits of 
military service. It was if as for those 40 minutes, the cafeteria was transformed into a military 
recruitment center. Or at least that is how I framed it. The students did not even have to leave the 
school. How convenient! 
 Military recruitment officers should not get to corner the market with a monthly table in 
the school cafeteria, is what I wrote in my personal researcher notes after I witnessed the lunch-
hour table session with students for the first time. I remember having lunch with Frank and 
watching the students interact around me normally, without remarking about the military 
recruiters, because this was normal for them. The only person who it was not normal for was me. 
I was the outsider here. When I first saw the recruiters at their table during lunch I was appalled. 
I kept thinking, what if that table were hosted by the local community college, or perhaps a four-
year institution? What if students were exposed to other career options during their lunch time? 
Or, maybe they could just sit and eat lunch without being considered a prime target market? I felt 
like the military was being over-emphasized for students because of their presence at the school 
and students were therefore more likely to choose that career route than others. I viewed the 
students as victims in this situation (i.e., they were being disproportionately exposed to this kind 
of recruitment) and this perspective informed the way that I understood the presence of the 
military at the school.  
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 It was hard for me to make sense of what I was seeing during the lunch hour and 
throughout the day without being critical towards the military recruiters themselves. “What were 
they doing here?” is what I often asked myself during my first couple months at CJSHS. During 
an interview with John on March 29
th
, a senior at CJSHS, I expressed my sentiment toward the 
military presence at CJSHS through my body language and my responses. When he explained to 
me that he took the ASVAB (Armed Services Vocational Aptitude Battery) and scored well, I 
followed up with him. Here is a segment from our interview: 
John: Yeah, the army, well, some military branch called my cell phone and was asking— 
Erin: Your cell phone? 
John: Yeah, you have to give them your number too. You have to put your number on 
that little paper for the ASVAB, and they call you, “I want to congratulate you on your 
ASVAB score. What are your plans after school?” I was like, “College.” “Well, you 
should just look into us. We’ll pay for it.” I was, “Nah, you not fixing to sell me a dream 
either.” 
Erin: You said that to them? 
John: Yeah.  
Erin: Can I give you a high-five on that? 
[I give John a high-five across the table] 
John: They not fixin’ to sell me a dream either. 
Erin: There seems to be a big presence of the in this school. They come in a lot, no? 
John: Yeah, they do. A lot. They always in the cafeteria because they trying to pull all our 
students to do that. 
Erin: Why do you think? 
John: I have no idea. Because I guess they figure our students are hopeless like they don’t 
have no other plans but the military. Like they don’t have no other dreams but the 
military. That’s not, no. I don’t like the military, and the dreams they sell students is, 
“We’ll pay for your college.” Okay, will you pay for my limbs when they get blew off. 
Erin: Wow. 
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John: That stuff, that’s not, no. 
Erin: You seem like you have a lot to say. 
John: I do, but they just don’t hear me at this school. I’m probably the last person they’ll, 
because when I get on topic, I don’t stop. I got a brain.  
 I think back to this interview often and as I read the words on paper now, I see that I 
made explicit my feelings regarding the military presence at CJSHS. I was excited when John 
told me how he responded to the military; I admired his critical perspective and his resistance. 
This was one of the first experiences I had in interviewing students at CJSHS and it shaped my 
perceptions of future interviews. But, I would have no other interviews like this one. Many of the 
students I spoke with after John were going into the military after high school, and they had 
something to teach me about my own perspectives. 
 As I began spending more time at CJSHS and my interactions with the two different 
military recruiters became more frequent, my opinion regarding the military presence at CJSHS 
became more complex. If higher education of any sort is never implicitly or explicitly presented 
to the students as an option, is a table in the cafeteria really going to make a difference? The 
military has probably been a presence in the students’ lives way before the recruiters showed up. 
 Toward the end of April I was sitting outside of CJSHS in the sun on a concrete bench. I 
was waiting for school to finish and making some notes while I waited. One of the recruitment 
officers was leaving the school and he stopped to talk to me for a few minutes. He was young, 
probably upper twenties, White, and from a small town in Illinois. I asked him about his 
background and how he became a recruiter for the military. He shared with me that the military 
saved his life, that he was a troubled teenager and needed a sense of direction. Working for the 
military also allowed him and his wife to receive health benefits, which they needed. I tried to 
learn more about him and his situation and when I asked him why he comes to this school, he 
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said that the students in Cairo do not have many options and that the military is a good route for 
them to take. 
 I could not disagree with him. There are not many options in Cairo; but, I still could not 
reconcile my feelings regarding these circumstances, and I still cannot. On one hand, I am in a 
privileged position to critique the presence of military recruitment officers in public schools and 
theorize about an exploitive recruitment system that preys on the poor. On the other hand, while I 
still may not like it or agree with it, this is a viable option for students, a real option where they 
can earn a living wage, learn skills, experience community, serve their country in an honorable 
manner, and earn money for college. How can I argue against this, in these immediate 
circumstances? When I sat down and talked to students about what they wanted to do after 
graduation and they remarked, “go into the military,” with confidence and pride, I listened.  
 For example, in my interview with Alton, a junior at CJSHS who chose not to participate 
in the CCR programming, I asked him what his plans were after graduation. He said: 
I have so much military background, the military’s gonna want me. “Specially with all 
those academics cause I already have a good feeling that when I take the ASVAB I’m 
gonna score, I wanna score 90 somethin’, but I can take a 80 something, because not 
many people score 80 something on the ASVAB. “Cause a coupla my cousins were in the 
military. So I like that. That’s just tradition. 
 
From Alton’s perspective, the military is going to want him. He would be valued by the military, 
a feeling that students with whom I worked did not express that they experienced at CJSHS. 
Moreover, he would be furthering a prideful tradition by serving in the military because of his 
family history. Who am I to have a problem with this?  
 Similarly, in my interview with Justin, a senior at CJSHS who proudly wore his dog tags 
during school, he told me that he too was going into the military after graduation. Justin had a 
strong southern accent, a warm smile, and would most often respond to my questions with a 
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“Yes ma’am” or “No ma’am.” I enjoyed talking with him and when I asked him why he was 
choosing to go into the military he told me that his father was in the Army. I wondered about the 
relationship between history and postsecondary aspirations of students and thought about how 
parents influence the choice of college and career. 
 I did a lot of listening during interviews when students began talking about the military. 
Unlike my first interview with John, where I celebrated with him in his critical perspective of 
what I understand to be a military industrial complex, I did not ask for any more high-fives from 
students. I tried to listen with intention and compassion and be conscious about my critical 
feelings when they arose. Admittedly, this was a challenge for me, and it still is. I want to live in 
a world where military service is one of many choices for students and where disenfranchised 
segments of our population are not strategically targeted for service to maintain perpetual war. I 
want for high school students to be given the high quality, compelling education that they 
deserve and to have a range of viable career options available to them after high school. At 
CJSHS, where the military recruitment officers circulate the school alongside the security guards 
and the principal, who both freely yell loudly at the students, I could not help but feel like the 
students at CJSHS, like all students attending schools across the country, are being specifically 
prepared for a certain kind of life after school. It made me wonder then, and haunts me to think 
about now, just for what exactly the students are being prepared. 
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Chapter Three 
“Never Do They Ask, What Do the Kids Want?”: Constructing a Critical Race 
Ethnographic Methodology for Education Research at CJSHS 
 
Every five years someone wants to come in here  
and make everyone Rhodes scholars; never do they ask,  
what do the kids want? Do they want to be saved? 
(Frank, Black Teaching Aide at CJSHS) 
 
 In this chapter I describe the key concepts that allowed me to see the framing of students 
at CJSHS as originating from a deficit perspective. I explain the theories, methodologies, and 
experiences that led me to ask the students and staff at CJSHS to comment on those dominant 
narratives and to share their experiences about and with the Illinois CCR intervention effort. 
Throughout my project I identified institutional, raced, and classed deficit narratives and through 
my research I opened a space to solicit counternarratives and parallel stories that were already 
circulating in order to circulate them in a different context that might push researchers and 
policymakers to rethink education intervention policies. Because of my work as part of the 
evaluation team, I knew that students at CJSHS were not benefitting from the state-funded 
programming, and here I explain why I looked in particular places and spoke with specific 
people about uncovering contextual, structural, and institutional reasons why students were not 
being served. Throughout this process, critical ethnography, critical race theory (CRT) and 
feminist epistemologies influenced my decisions about where to look, who to interview, and who 
to identify as knowing particular insights about the situation. They informed how I chose the 
spaces and people for interviews and observations: I looked for institutional power and then I 
looked for oppositional, critical spaces in which to see that power at an angle, to see the energy 
of critique. 
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 All of the decisions that I made during this research process were based on understanding 
a variety of epistemological and institutional positionings that would give me access to different 
perspectives on CJSHS, Shawnee Community College, the students and others involved with the 
legislation, as well as college and career readiness education policy in general. Moreover, a 
critical perspective allowed me shift the dominant paradigm away from student blame and situate 
the students in Cairo within a larger framework of educational inequity and intervention efforts. I 
pulled from all of these angles to gain a deep contextual understanding of how people at CJSHS 
experienced the intentions and implementation of the CCR intervention effort. These theoretical 
positions pushed me to understand that research needs to challenge injustices and because of this 
understanding, it pointed me to different social and political formations to research. Specifically, 
all pushed me to examine how education policies construct students as the problem and by 
extension, how discourses of deficit map onto racialization.  
 As an extension from the previous chapter, I use this space to discuss and describe 
methodology, the theoretical and epistemological origins of method. I describe the goals of this 
research and explain why I found critical ethnography to be particularly useful, indeed necessary, 
for this project. I describe some of the elements of what I refer to as a critical race ethnographic 
methodology by pulling from feminist epistemologies and the attention that feminist researchers 
give to the doing of ethnographic research. How we do research matters and I find it important to 
document and provide insight into the methodological decisions that I made during this research 
process. Educational research is an ethical undertaking and as such, I close the chapter with a 
discussion of ethics. 
 My research was influenced by a variety of epistemological understandings, including 
those put forth by critical social scientists who argue that the relationship between individual 
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agency and social structure is complex (Anderson, 1989). And as such, our research designs 
should be complex, too. One of the goals of a critical social science is to use a wide lens of 
analysis to panoramically view the collection of forces that shape students’ experiences of 
schooling and of educational policies, practices, and pedagogies. At a methodological level, 
critical approaches to research challenge positivist assumptions, such as a desire for value-
neutrality, objectivity, and researcher detachment and they seek to challenge deficit paradigms 
that pathologize students (Foley, 1997; Foley, Levinson, & Hurtig, 2000). In response to 
positivist approaches to research, where the notion of “research” seems to exist independently 
from the messiness of everyday life, critical ethnographers begin research with, as educational 
philosopher Kathy Hytten (2004) argues, “the ethical imperatives to challenge disempowering 
forms of social reproduction” and to expose how oppression operates (p. 97). The desire to 
transform oppressive policies and practices is what drives the blurring of positivist binary 
assumptions in research (e.g., theory and method, data and interpretation, researcher and 
researched) and what critical researchers argue have the potential to be repressive to 
marginalized communities because they do not push research to disrupt or challenge the status 
quo (Kincheloe & McLaren, 2000; Lopez & Parker, 2003; Tuhiwai Smith, 1999).  
I found this critical ethnographic approach necessary in Cairo because of the constellation 
of factors that influence how participants experienced the Illinois CCR Pilot Program. This 
orientation toward research connects directly back to my previous discussion of 
dysconsciousness that I provided in the first chapter. Our inability to imagine the world 
differently is an implicitly racist act and on a methodological level, it is no different if we assume 
only one “correct” methodology. Therefore, we need theories, epistemologies, and methods that 
can challenge deficit-oriented models of research, allow for openly ideological agendas to be 
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pursued, and recognize that the process of research stems from a system of power and structural 
constraints and analysis must therefore be connected to the discursive ways in which power 
operates in the larger society (Hytten, p. 97). As educational researcher Richard Valencia (2010) 
argues in his most recent book on dismantling educational deficit thinking, educational 
ethnographic accounts are essential in working toward anti-deficit thinking interventions. 
Because research is a cultural, political, and ideological undertaking (Fine, 1994; Linden, 1995; 
Visweswaran, 1994), I used ethnographic methodology in this project to privilege this 
contextualization and take into account the fact that the students attending CJSHS are, as Frank 
and Mr. Harrison pointed out, never really asked anything, but often told they are doing 
something wrong.  
 
Why Ethnography? 
 Ethnography, simply defined, is the process and product of interpreting and describing 
cultural behavior (Schwandt, 2007; Van Maanen, 1988). Ethnographic researchers document 
culture and provide critical accounts of power relations (Valencia, 2010). As Hammersley and 
Atkinson (2006) argue, in its simplest form, ethnography is a set of methods that 
characteristically involve the ethnographer participating in peoples’ daily lives—observing, 
listening, asking questions, and “collecting whatever data are available to throw light on the 
issues that are the focus of the research” (p. 1). The heart of ethnography, though, extends well 
beyond methods and into the politics—or what some refer to as “the problem”—of 
representation; that is, the audacity of doing representation with the knowledge that we can never 
quite get it right and interrogating the question: Who benefits from our representations (Pillow, 
2003)?  
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 Referred to as an example of the practice of critical theory (Kincheloe & McLaren, 2000; 
Madison, 2005), I use critical ethnographic methodology in this project as one way to analyze 
individual student agency amid social-structural constraints. That is, I used it to identify and 
contextualize student disengagement as well as the grand narratives that circulate to explain 
student disengagement. My use of ethnography in this project is twofold, both as an interpretive 
approach to understand social phenomena (i.e., contextualizing low enrollment and completion 
numbers through the prolonged interaction with students attending CJSHS) and more critically, 
in the pursuit of racial and social justice (i.e., situating the plight of students attending CJSHS in 
a larger framework of racialized educational inequity). I found ethnography useful in Cairo 
because, as feminist researcher Esther Madriz (2000) argues, positivist approaches to research 
that rely on a predetermined problems and traditional research methods are inappropriate when 
working with members of marginalized groups because such methods are unfamiliar for the 
participants, force upon participants an agenda that is not their own, and do not yield high-
quality data (p. 838). Critical ethnography enabled me to consider some of the often taken-for-
granted social, economic, cultural, and political forces that affect educational research design, as 
well as policy creation and implementation (Carspecken, 1995; Schwandt, 2007).  
 I found ethnography to be particularly useful for this project because I had many 
questions about why the policy was not working in Cairo. We identified a problem as part of the 
evaluation team, but we only had one rationale as to why this problem, and it was framed 
through a deficit lens. I wanted to hear from the students themselves and others who were crucial 
in the policy implementation, from the teaching aides who helped to recruit students, to the 
administrators who allowed access for the community college to offer the program, to the 
administrative staff who were central in navigating communications for the program. I wanted to 
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learn how participants encountered and perceived the policy and how they experienced their 
schools, the space where the policy played out. 
 Ethnography allowed me to do this; it allowed me to find value in the histories and 
narratives of participants and to ask in-depth questions about the spaces that students inhabit, to 
find value in analyzing the lack of windows in a public high school, for example. Windows 
themselves are the eyes of a world that students will soon inherit; disconnected from that ideal, 
to dream or to hope becomes an unrealistic figment. This architectural and metaphysical absence 
matters, and it lends insight into why students may choose not to participate in an intervention 
program promising, at least to some of the students, what was only an illusion. As John, a high 
school student explained to me, the college readiness programming offered at CJSHS was based 
on a dream. He explained to me that lots of people come into the high school asking students if 
they are going to college and everyone raises their hands. He then emphasized that no one ever 
asks “whose actually got plans to go to college,” pointing out the elusive nature of postsecondary 
education for him and his peers. John understood the difference between raising your hand in 
response to this question and actually having a realizable plan in place to make postsecondary 
education a reality. When I asked John why he chose not to participate in the CCR programming 
at CJSHS he shook his head and said me: “They sellin’ us a dream they not preparin’ us for.” 
John saw the disconnection between a remedial math class offered in the name of college 
and career readiness and the obstacles that he and his peers will most likely face in pursuing 
postsecondary education. John chose not to participate in the programming and ethnography 
allowed me to contextualize his disengagement. In a sense, ethnography gave me a way into the 
larger picture of the high school. It pushed me to see that students, staff, and administrators were 
talking about aspects of policy that went well beyond the aims of this particular program and into 
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the larger shape of schools, the deeply-rooted history in Cairo, and the explicit place of race in 
each of those formations. Ethnography, in combination with CRT and feminist epistemologies, 
gave me the tools to identify the racialized pieces of a much larger picture of policy failure in 
Cairo. 
 
Critical Race Ethnographic Methodology 
Currently, CRT is widely used in education research as an analytic framework to examine 
and challenge the impacts of race and racism on educational structures, practices, and discourses 
(Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1994; Dixon & Rousseau, 2006; Vaught & Castagno, 2004; Yosso, 
2005). In seeking to construct a critical race ethnographic methodology for this project, I thought 
about what it might mean to use CRT in the design and implementation of qualitative research, 
as distinct from using it as an analytic lens. I pulled from Gerardo Lopez and Laurence Parker’s 
(2003) work on interrogating racism in qualitative research, James Scheurich and Michelle 
Young’s (1997) research on racist epistemologies, as well as Wanda Pillow’s work on race-based 
methodologies (2003) to think about the construction of a critical race ethnographic methodology 
for education research: What might this methodology look like? What qualities would it have?  
One of the many conversations I had with Mr. Harrison, the guidance counselor and 
student advocate with whom I worked closely during my time in Cairo, provides insight into why 
an attention to a CRT methodology was useful in this context. He explained to me that while he 
thought students could benefit from a program like the Illinois CCR Pilot Program, he 
understood why they chose not to engage. He said “Let me tell you a story”:  
Let me tell you a story that was told to me. It was here’s this Black lady that was on the 
train. And this Caucasian lady was sittin’ beside her. The Caucasian lady noticed that 
there was a bug on the Black lady. And the bug crawlin’ on the Black lady. And the 
Caucasian lady took the bug, and took it off the Black lady. The Black lady tells her, 
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“Leave that bug alone. You folks are always tryin’ to take something away from me. So, 
we can’t have nothin’ anymore.” 
 
This racialized insight provided by Mr. Harrison, and echoed by others as well, was a perception 
that the college readiness policy was simply not designed to consider. The ways in which race 
structured many of the interactions in the school shaped how policy was taken up and how it was 
ultimately seen with suspicion. In the above story, it doesn’t matter that the Caucasian woman 
was trying to do something nice for the Black woman; what matters is the experience of the 
Black woman and of her repeatedly having things taken away from her by White people. In this 
isolated event, the Caucasian woman is seemingly doing a good deed by removing the bug for 
the Black woman under the assumption that she does not want to hang out with the bug. It does 
not seem harmful. But, her perspective fails to recognize a consistent experience for the Black 
woman, of constantly having things taken away from her and her family and friends throughout 
her history. The Black woman has witnessed White people coming into her community and 
offering to help her and her family, telling them what to do, and breaking their promises. These 
experiences are contextualized through the stories told to her by her grandparents and other 
family members about how none of this is new; it is an extension of what has always been 
present in Cairo: White people telling Black people how to be better people.  
 Race discourse, while not explicitly present in the college and career readiness policy 
itself, was clear in its reception at this high school. Thus, I needed a methodology that would 
allow for this recognition and so I turned to CRT to make sense of participants’ and community 
perceptions, indeed their realities, and how they have affected policy implementation over time. 
The suspicions of well-intended policies grow out of the collective experiences of how those 
policies play out. And in Cairo, this is a cycle: a policy is passed, it inevitably fails, and this 
provides yet another opportunity for a researcher to come in and see how dysfunctional the 
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school is. I did not want to be that researcher, rather I wanted to be part of this important 
conversation in a way that would not pathologize the students.  
 To illustrate my research goals, it is useful to outline the traditional research possibilities 
that I worked against. For example, I could have designed a study where I investigated the extent 
to which students are or are not motivated to participate in CCR programs and services. I could 
have designed a study where I analyzed the specific outcomes of the Illinois CCR Pilot Program 
at CJSHS, measuring how the policy outcomes compared with its intentions. I could have 
designed a structured interview protocol that only solicited specific information from students in 
response to my pre-determined ideas about what was important. But, because of my 
epistemological positionings, I wanted to do something different. I did not want to assume the 
validity of certain discourses, and I did not want to reinforce the instrumental logic underlying 
the CCR Pilot Program. Instead, and here is what I take to be a vital element of a critical race 
ethnographic methodology, I shifted the research orientation and design away from an intentions 
perspective grounded in the framework put forth by the policy (i.e., the policy had these 
intentions and I am interested in outcomes from the perspective of these stated intentions) toward 
a research project grounded in an experiential perspective on behalf of the participants. Drawing 
from CRT’s focus on experiential knowledge and narrative, I focused on how various 
participants experienced the policy, how they interacted with the policy, and how the policy 
manifested in their everyday lives. This angle prompted me to ask questions like: how does the 
community experience the space in which this policy plays out? What obstacles prohibit students 
in taking advantage of this programming? How do students, staff, and administrators narrate 
their experiences with and perceptions of this effort?  
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I shifted this paradigm with the help of feminist epistemologies and feminist critiques of 
traditional social science. In my research design, I was attentive to what feminist researcher 
Sandra Harding (1987) calls a “logic of discovery,” whereby as qualitative researchers we 
typically only concern ourselves with pre-determined problems that we bring with us to our 
research site (p. 6). I did not want to assume that student disengagement with the CCR Pilot 
Program was a problem, nor did I want to base a study on a problematic discourse and then 
presume to find something other than deficits. Were low student interest, enrollment and 
completion rates in the courses at CJSHS indeed a problem, and if so, for whom? Certainly I was 
interested in why students demonstrably positioned to benefit from college readiness services 
were not profiting from them; but, I didn’t think the answer to this question made much sense 
unless we asked why so many students were eligible for this kind of programming in the first 
place.  
 Because of my previous work with feminist epistemologies (Harding, 1987) and feminist-
poststructural methodologies (Pillow & Mayo, 2006; St. Pierre & Pillow, 2000), I also viewed 
the relationship between interventionist programming like the CCR Pilot Program and the ways 
in which students responded to such efforts with heightened sensitivity. Specifically, I was 
attentive to the offering of interventionist programs and the construction of student subjectivity: 
through participation in the CCR courses, students were volunteering themselves for the new 
label of “remedial student.” By being told to take the test and then attend the group meeting 
informing them about their scores and the CCR program, and then deciding to enroll in the class, 
the students were subjecting themselves to a new (or revived) label of “deficient.” This label 
would be in addition to their already flattering repertoire, which included labels such as 
“unmotivated,” “lazy,” and “violent,” as described to me by two of their teachers. I recognized 
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the risk students would take in engaging in the process of being tested and then participating in 
the CCR courses and I listened carefully for these kinds of connections. 
 Similar to the ways feminist researchers identify and deconstruct patriarchy throughout 
their research designs (Harding, 1987), I think a critical race ethnographers do something similar 
with racism. Research that is grounded in a feminist paradigm works to expose relations of 
power in the pursuit of a more just social order by examining and critiquing political, cultural, 
socioeconomic, and moral/ethical issues as well as drawing attention to the myriad forms of bias 
along these lines inherent in positivist-oriented research. As critical race ethnographers, we can 
borrow from the rich work of feminist researchers to think deeply about the intimate politics and 
procedures, as well as the affective, emotional components of a critical race social science that 
centers on the embeddedness of White racial hegemony within conceptualizations and 
implementations of research. Because of the insidious nature of racism, racist logic is deeply 
imbedded within our epistemological frameworks (Mills, 1996; Lopez & Parker, 2003; 
Scheurich & Young, 1997) and this undeniably influences the research process. As such, we 
need methodologies that not only privilege the narratives of oppressed populations, but focus on 
the construction of such narratives, who benefits from them, and their far-reaching 
consequences. We must examine how these narratives operate and in what ways they function to 
protect dominant interests. This involves pulling from previous work on critical methodologies, 
decolonizing epistemologies, as well as feminist, queer, and post-colonial approaches to 
research.  
 The contours of a critical race ethnography have yet to be formally drawn as it is a very 
new ethnographic approach to education research. Critical race scholars Sabina E. Vaught (2010) 
and Garett A. Duncan (2002, 2006) are the only two researchers to explicitly reference critical 
 86 
race ethnography in education, thus making this methodological trajectory ripe for development. 
My use of critical race methodology in this project centers on the use of narrative and 
experiential knowledge. Critical race scholars, Daniel Solórzano and Tara Yosso forged new 
methodological territory when they outlined the contours of a critical race methodology based 
upon counter-storytelling as an analytic framework in education research in 2002. By 
illuminating and challenging White privilege and dominant notions of research neutrality, they 
argue that this methodological approach exposes deficit-informed interpretations and analysis. A 
critical race methodology foregrounds and accounts for the role of race and racism in education, 
works toward the end of eliminating racism and other forms of subordination, and challenges 
existing modes of scholarship (p. 35). Using the central components of critical race theory, 
Solórzano and Yosso argue that a critical race methodology includes a focus on the 
intercentricity of race and racism with other forms of subordination, meaning that racial 
oppression intersects with other aspects of oppression. They also argue that a CRT methodology 
challenges dominant ideologies and is committed to social justice. They argue for the centrality 
of experiential knowledge and for researchers to take a transdisciplinary perspective (pp. 25-26). 
I draw from Solórzano and Yosso’s work, as well as Vaught (2010) and Duncan (2006), to think 
about the question: what might it mean to use CRT in the design and implementation of 
research?  
In 2006, Duncan argued for a critical race ethnography in education as one way to 
examine how particular narratives and discourses about students of color in public schools 
evolve and become naturalized. Pulling from anthropology, Duncan argues that narratives 
discursively function to shape racial norms in the United States and by using critical race 
ethnography, we can examine this process, looking at how the naturalization of racial oppression 
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occurs via dominant discourses that conceal persistent forms of oppression. Duncan argues that 
the privileging of narratives through a critical race methodology allows us to “explicate and 
disrupt” the discourses that give enduring forms of oppression and inequality their appearance of 
normalcy and naturalness (p. 199). Drawing on philosopher Charles Mills, Duncan further 
asserts that this quest is “largely a question of epistemology and entails an analysis that moves 
beyond the reproduction of received “realities” to one that identifies the processes by which the 
interplay of the different “ontologies” reproduces them” (p. 199). Duncan’s focus on narrative 
and epistemology is crucial because the stories we tell about how students experience education 
policies matter; they shape our perception of reality. What is believed to be factual or accurate 
becomes what we rely on to make sense of our world and ultimately, those “facts” become the 
“primary source of human interaction” (Hall, 2005). In his work on the political use of racial 
narratives during desegregation efforts in Alabama, historian Richard A. Pride (2002) articulates 
the central issue at stake in the use of dominant narratives: “At issue politically, then and now, is 
which stories to advance, contest, and accept as “true,” because what the majority of citizens 
believes becomes legitimized through unchallenged repetition and is confirmed by public policy” 
(p. 10). In short, the way we talk about education changes what education means and it changes 
our perceptions and experience of reality. I use critical race methodology in this project, in part, 
because I understand the potency and potential of majoritarian stories to shape educational 
opportunity for all students to the continued detriment of students of color living in rural poverty. 
Because of this understanding, I purposefully chose not to design and engage a project that 
reified the narrative of student pathologization. 
As I argued in the first chapter, deficit ideology or educational deficit thinking (Valencia, 
1997, 2010) is a racialized discourse and part of my research goal was to situate my study 
 88 
explicitly within a racialized framework. This should be one of the goals of a critical race 
ethnographic methodology, wrestling with the functions of narrative and grounding deficit 
discourses in a racialized paradigm so that their discursive functions, as Duncan argues, can 
become apparent. CRT’s emphasis on experiential knowledge speaks to this goal as Solórzano 
and Yosso argue. Similarly, Vaught in her recent multi-site critical race ethnography (2010), 
argues that one difference between employing CRT during research analysis and using it as a 
methodology is by using counter-storytelling as a methodological tool.  
 I used counter-storytelling as methodology as one way to shift the research paradigm and 
I attempted to disrupt traditional conceptions of research in other ways, too. For example, one of 
the questions that I often pondered while engaging this project has deep roots in methodology, 
not to mention the human condition: how do we do research with human beings who attend and 
work in a public school without windows? How do we do research in this context, where daily 
life has dehumanizing effects? What do conventional elements of research, such as research 
ethics, for example, look like when translated into the prison-like spaces of CJSHS? What form 
does research ethics take when working with a group of students who stand to graduate high 
school in a couple of months and on average, read at a 5
th
 grade level? 
 
Research Ethics 
 I’ve engaged with the issue of research ethics throughout this entire project, and during 
my time on the evaluation team, too. The idea of research ethics is really about individual 
behavior and how a researcher should act throughout the entire research process, and while the 
Institutional Review Board (IRB) provides strict mandates on “right” and “wrong” behavior, it 
does not provide a guide on how to navigate many of the interactions I encountered during this 
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research. Thus, I drew upon my epistemological and ethical commitments to make these 
decisions and often returned to the question, research for whom (Pillow & Mayo, 2006)? 
 Some of the situations that I found myself in required me to ask the following questions: 
should I give students a ride in my car to the bookstore (where we meet) after school if it is 
raining outside? Should I allow the well-intended administrator to contact students’ parents if I 
cannot get in contact with them for a member-check interview? Should I talk honestly and 
openly with students when they ask me curious questions regarding sex, drug use, politics, or 
religion? Should I allow an interview to occur at a restaurant because a participant wants to buy 
me lunch or dinner? How should I respond when an administrator hands me identifiable student 
test score information in an effort to show me how “bad” things really are at CJSHS? What is an 
appropriate response to a teacher who tells me that she doesn’t want anything to do with my 
study? How should I react when a male administrator grabs me by the arm and steers me into his 
office?  
  One situation that required me to navigate explicitly ethical terrain is when I learned that 
all four students who enrolled in the CCR math class were given F’s as their final grades in the 
course. I was interviewing one of Shawnee Community College administrators involved with the 
grant in June of 2010, and I had asked him how he thought his programming efforts turned out in 
Cairo. He told me that he thought their programming efforts were “a wash” in Cairo, and then I 
asked him if he had grades for the students. I wanted the students’ grades from the course, 
including pre- and post-test scores. He told me that he had grades and looked through a pile of 
papers on his desk. He pulled a paper from the stack that had specific information about the math 
course offered in Cairo. The following is a segment from our interview when I found out that the 
students failed the course, it was quite awkward: 
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Administrator: Okay, now outta that four, there was one, two, three that increased their 
post-test okay? 
 
Erin: Is there any way, I mean you don’t have to give me names, but is there any way that 
I can get a copy of those scores? 
 
Administrator: Out of . . . . [pause] I don’t see why you can’t get the scores. You want the 
actual – 
 
Erin: – I want the pre- and post-scores, like, I don’t need names, but – 
 
Administrator: Yeah, uhm, you’re gonna create more work for me now. 
 
Erin: Laughs. 
 
[Pause] 
 
Administrator: Now here’s the downfall, okay. 
 
Erin: Okay. 
 
Administrator: Even though there was an increase, one student, 37, took a 42, so there’s a 
pretty good increase there. 
 
Erin: Yeah. 
 
Administrator: But out of the students that he actually worked with, the three or four that 
worked in the class, all four got F’s. 
 
Erin: What?? 
 
Administrator: All four of them got F’s. 
 
Erin: Even though their scores increased? 
 
Administrator: Even though their, well, uh, let’s go back. Uh, one student increased from 
29 to 34. Now, ya know, percentage-wise that’s about a 17% increase, got an F. Uh, the 
other student, uh, did a 37 and uh, did not post-test, and so there is no increase and he got 
an F. And the third student did a 35 and got a 35 and got an F. 
 
I was shocked in this moment and I think that the administrator sensed my surprise because at 
the beginning of our interview he agreed to give me non-identifiable student test score 
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information and then ultimately he did not allow me to have them.
22
 He took a great deal of time 
throughout the rest of the interview to shift my attention to his other programming efforts which, 
according to him, were not only working, but were better examples to investigate. The other 
schools that he was referring to were also majority White. While I recognize that Shawnee 
Community College’s efforts in Cairo were not reflective of their entire CCR program, and was 
quite frankly one of the most ineffective implementations of the pilot program throughout the 
state, I was not looking at their other programs. I was analyzing their implementation in Cairo 
and so while I was sensitive, I was also very much invested in his perception of the happenings 
in Cairo. 
 Before I left the college, I decided to go see a student advocate, Layla, at the college with 
whom I worked closely during the semester. I wanted to check in with her and when she walked 
me out to the parking lot, I told her what I had just learned from the administrator. I shared with 
her that all four of the students in the math course, that took it because of Layla’s insistence that 
they would benefit from it, were given F’s in the course.  
 Layla was shocked. She said to me: “I told you this was fucked up. How you gonna run a 
remedial math class as an independent study? The whole point of remediation is that these kids 
can’t do it alone.” And I agreed.  
When the course was converted into an independent study 14 weeks into the semester, 
Layla and I had a conversation in Mr. Harrison’s office about the lack of commitment this 
reflects on behalf of the program, Shawnee Community College, and the state of Illinois. While 
she and I were standing in the parking lot after I had learned this information, I asked her if these 
grades were going to affect students’ financial aid eligibility in the fall. Layla said yes, and then 
                                                 
22
 Given that this is a pilot program funded by the state of Illinois, this non-identifiable information should be 
publicly-accessible. 
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said that it was very difficult to go through a grade change for students. Layla was unhappy and 
she told me that something needed to be done because it was not fair that the students were given 
F’s. They didn’t ask for this program, she said, they were recruited to take it. We both stood in 
the parking lot dismayed and when I finally left the college and drove down to Cairo, this is what 
I recorded in my audio journal during the twenty minute drive: 
It’s Tuesday, June 15th and I am driving to Cairo. I just left Shawnee College, I just 
interviewed [the administrator] . . . uhm . . . [sigh] . . . and, I am, [pause] wow, . . . 
floored and fucking pissed, that all four of those students, in the remedial math course at 
Cairo, got an F. Uhm, I talked to [the instructor] and he refused to tell me unidentifiable 
grades and I didn’t think he refused because they were bad, I thought that he refused to 
tell me because of confidentiality reasons? I had no idea that, he would give them F’s. I, 
[pause] wow. Uhm, and [the administrator] told me that, and I tried not to act surprised, I 
just said, really? And in my mind I’m going, this is fucking unbelievable. 
 
I was quite upset. I had spent all semester with these students, particularly Raymond who was 
present at all but one class. How was it that he could receive an F if he was there for every class 
but one? I was sad for the students and for the few people who worked hard at CJSHS in 
recruiting students for the program. I was angry that the students were failed, yet again. I felt like 
they were heavily recruited to participate in the program and I was angry with the adults who 
allowed for all four of the students to receive F’s.  
 As I was driving south on Interstate 57, I was not sure what I was going to do when I 
arrived to CJSHS, but I knew that I wanted to know whether or not the students were aware of 
their grades. Did anyone know, since the semester was over, how the students did in the 
program? 
When I arrived at CJSHS I went right into Mr. Harrison’s office. I sat down and asked if I 
could close the door. Mr. Harrison worked really hard to recruit the students for the CCR 
program and he wanted them to do well, even though he understood their obstacles. I did not 
hesitate when I began talking to Mr. Harrison, and I proceeded to tell him that I had just come 
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from Shawnee Community College and that I had something to tell him. I shared with him that 
all four of the students in the class received an F as their final grade. Mr. Harrison was shocked. 
He sat back in his chair, clasps his hands in one another and placed them behind his head, with 
his elbows up in the air. We spent the next half hour talking about many things, including his 
experience with intervention programming, the kinds of effects this has on students, and what—
if anything—he could do to help the students with the grade that they were given. He seemed 
disheartened.  
 I shared the fact that all of the students received F’s with Mr. Harrison because I thought 
that he had a right to know. Because of his involvement with the program, the program’s reliance 
upon his involvement to exist, and the fact that he was an advocate for students, I thought he 
deserved to know. I still believe he deserved to know. One could argue, though, that I violated 
some ethical code by sharing the grades of the students with him, and with Layla, too. But 
sharing this information with them, two people who were crucial in the implementation of the 
math course, was something that I felt obligated to do. I had to tell them. I had to see if 
something could be done for the students and for future students as well. To me, the ethical 
failure is that the students attending CJSHS, who were not obligated to participate in CCR 
programming, were betrayed.  
 Ethnographic research, and other kinds of research that involves making connections with 
real human beings, requires that we navigate this everyday terrain, where people are not 
variables and ethical dilemmas cannot be controlled for. It requires that we engage work where 
people are sometimes hurt and we document, to the best of our ability, how this occurs and then 
work to try and change things for the better. I do believe that things can be improved for the 
students in Cairo and I think that one way to work toward this goal is doing multiple forms of 
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research that documents these kinds of interactions. Only then will we know how not to let it 
occur in the future. Students should not be worse off for participating in college readiness 
programming. Because of my use of ethnography, CRT, and feminist epistemologies, I was able 
to uncover how the failure in Cairo occurred and document how this failure occurred. 
 
Conclusion 
  In this chapter I described the conceptual and theoretical underpinnings of the 
ethnographic methods I used while researching in Cairo. I explained why I chose ethnography 
and how I understand a critical race ethnographic methodology. In the following chapter I 
describe the methods that I used while doing research in Cairo.  
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Interlude: 
Observation Notes:  
April 30
th, 2010: Miss Lane’s English Class, 11:00 a.m. 
Miss Lane is discussing sentence structure with the students. I am sitting in the back of the room 
and there are about six students present, scattered among the rows of desks. Miss Lane is at the 
front of the class with an overhead projector. She places a slide on it with the following 
sentence: 
 
 Hurrying across the street Larry was almost hit by the brownish-red car. 
 
She then asks the students to correct the sentence. A student sitting about 6 feet in front of me 
raises his hand and says: 
 
 Miss Lane, if Larry gets hit by a car, what’s the point in talking about this sentence? 
 
Haha. Nice. 
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 Chapter Four 
Methods: Critical Race Ethnography 
 In the previous chapters I have explained how I came to this project and critiqued deficit 
discourses that I encountered while doing research in Cairo. In chapter two, I argued for the use 
of a historicity of race and education in policy research and evaluation and in the last chapter I 
outlined the theoretical and conceptual underpinning of my methods. In this chapter I describe 
the specific ethnographic methods that I used while researching at CJSHS. Because feminist 
epistemology and CRT emphasize the importance of epistemology in knowledge construction, I 
divide my discussion into three broad themes: method, rigor and trustworthiness, and reflexivity. 
Beginning with method, I describe the specific ethnographic methods that I used to collect 
empirical materials, which include conducting observations, interviews, and engaging in 
historical analysis. The second broad section of the chapter is dedicated to issue of rigor and 
trustworthiness, where I explain the various procedures that I used to increase credibility and 
guard against bias, such as sharing written work with research participants, triangulating, and 
member-checking with student participants. Lastly, I discuss issues of reflexivity, positionality, 
and subjectivity, including race, ethnicity, age, and gender. I begin the chapter with a description 
of the empirical materials that I used in this project and then transition into a discussion of the 
specific methods that I used to increase the credibility of my claims. I close with a transition into 
the next chapter, where I discuss methodology and explain why I chose these particular 
ethnographic methods for research in Cairo. 
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Researching at CJSHS: Method 
 Empirical materials. I used a variety of empirical materials in this project. These 
materials included interviews, observations, student’s writing samples, litigation documents, 
newspaper and peer-reviewed articles, literature, poetry, and institutional, political, and cultural 
documents. I drew from reports commissioned by the state of Illinois, including the Illinois 
Community College Board and the Illinois State Board of Education. I also used reports and 
documents authored by the United States Department of, and Commission on, Civil Rights. The 
National Center for Education Statistics and the Illinois Report Card (funded by the Illinois State 
Board of Education) provided publicly accessible state and national student and institutional 
data. Empirical research conducted by non-profit organizations, such as the National Association 
for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) and the Rural School and Community Trust 
(RSCT) also informed this project. 
  Institutional documents included all materials related to the CCR course offered by 
Shawnee Community College. Marketing brochures for the course, letters mailed to students and 
parents, course communication to students, and syllabi are examples of these documents. I also 
collected any materials that the course instructor gave to the students, such as worksheets and 
handwritten notes. Since I observed every class, I can attest to attendance rates in the Math 041 
course. Through my informal conversations with the students and course instructor, I was also 
able to glean how students were feeling about their performance in the course throughout the 
semester.  
 Institutional documents also included materials related to CJSHS. I actively sought 
specific materials, such as attendance, truancy, and graduation rates. I secured construction 
information about the school building through the architect contracted by the Illinois State Board 
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of Education. In addition to actively seeking information, many documents were given to me by 
people who knew about my research. These materials included local newspaper articles, CJSHS 
Board of Education communications, CJSHS internal documents, as well as cultural and 
sociological pieces related to Cairo, Black education, and poverty. Many times, people would 
give me documents that they thought were important to my project, such as poetry and literature 
or previous news articles written about Cairo or people in the town that could capture some of 
the experiences of living in Cairo and its history. The people with whom I worked expressed 
some exhaustion about researchers coming in to diagnose what was wrong with the school (and 
what they perceived consequently, as a problem with the people). The support that I received 
from people grew stronger as they began to understand that this was not my goal or purpose, as 
evidenced by the numerous documents that were given to me from both people I worked with 
throughout the semester and those with whom I didn’t really connect with until the end of the 
semester.  
Observing. Over the course of 5 months, I made weekly trips to Cairo, Illinois. I drove 
down on Wednesday evenings and left on Friday evenings. I made additional trips in May and 
June of 2010 to conduct interviews with various people involved with the grant as well as to 
follow up with people. In order to fully understand the context of learning and class dynamics, I 
participated in weekly classroom observations of the math course from February 2010 to May of 
2010. I was curious to know if I was indeed eligible for the introduction to Algebra course 
myself, so on the second day of class I took the placement quiz along with the students (the 
students did not meet on the scheduled first day because of a communication error among 
Shawnee Community College, the course instructor, and CJSHS). I received a 40% on the ten-
question quiz and knew that as a participant observer in this space, I could learn the material too. 
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 During the math course at CJSHS, I was attentive to the classroom dynamics between 
and among the students and the instructor. I took note of what students did during the class, such 
as their demeanor and behavior. I also looked at what the instructor did, too. Because of my 
experience in working with and teaching pre-service teachers, I was very attuned to his 
pedagogy, how he taught the course, and how he understood what it meant to learn. I took note 
of his methods and how and if he interacted with the students (e.g., did the instructor know the 
student’s and their names? was he familiar with the happenings of CJSHS?). During my time in 
the math classes, I did what the students were instructed to do, as sort of a participant observer. I 
tried to think of myself as a student in these situations and learn. I paid attention to how the 
instructor was teaching and whether or not I understood the material and instructions. I tried to 
gauge student understanding and would regularly check in with students after the course to ask 
them how they thought the course was going. I took note of when and how the instructor talked 
to students and if and when students spoke to him. I took note of how long the course lasted each 
week, where and if it was held, who attended, and the material that the instructor covered. I also 
paid attention to whether or not discussions about college and college preparedness occurred and 
the extent to which this course was being taught as a college course, because this was a remedial 
math course offered through college and career readiness legislation (to high school students). 
Because I was there each week, I was also able to witness and see how and if Shawnee 
Community College was present throughout the duration of the course. I paid attention to how 
Shawnee Community College in general and the CCR program in particular was referenced by 
the students and the instructor. 
 Because I wanted to gain insight into the perceptions of the course to really understand 
how students experience the CCR programming provided by Shawnee Community College and 
 100 
to place the math course in the larger context of CJSHS, I engaged in observations at the school 
on Thursdays and Fridays. In order to learn how people at CJSHS understood the intention and 
implementation of the math course, I found it necessary to step outside of the class and 
contextualize it within the larger dynamics of the school. I also did this because I was interested 
in contacting students who were eligible for the course but who did not attend or stopped 
attending. Moreover, in order to gain an understanding of how such programming is perceived 
by the community, I needed to talk to people who were not directly involved with the course 
(i.e., had they heard about the course? were they asked to be involved with the course?). I wanted 
to learn how students (and those who work with students) experience their school so that I could 
better understand how and why the math course failed at CJSHS. 
Interviewing. When interviewing, I generally used a flexible and open semi-structured 
interview format (Fontana & Prokos, 2007), depending on with whom I was speaking. I was 
interested if people at CJSHS had heard of the CCR programming, and the math class 
specifically, and toward this end I asked everyone with whom I met if they had heard of the CCR 
math class. I then followed up with what they had heard, if they had indeed heard about the 
course, and if they could share with me their perceptions of the course. I also asked the students 
if they had been involved in any part of the implementation of the CCR course, from the initial 
testing, to the recruitment meetings, to enrolling, to attending class, to exiting, and/or to 
completing the course and what they remembered about these experiences. I was told by 
administrators at Shawnee Community College that every junior at CJSHS was given the ACT 
COMPASS test, so depending on what students could recall, I would follow up with them about 
their experiences: If you took the test, could you describe the testing process? Do you remember 
how you felt when you were told to go to the recruitment meeting? Do you recall who wanted 
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you to participate in this program? Do you talk with any of the students currently enrolled in the 
program, and if so, what do they say? If students were eligible for the course but chose not to 
enroll or to stop attending class, I asked them why and also asked them to comment on their 
experiences with the different phases of program implementation. I asked students if they or their 
parents had at any time been contacted by Shawnee Community College in relation to the CCR 
programming. I also asked students why they thought their peers were not participating from the 
CCR services. I asked a version of this question to everyone with whom I spoke, whether 
directly or indirectly involved with the CCR programming.  
 I interviewed students during school, after school, and/or at the only local bookstore in 
town (which has since closed and burned down). Most of the interviews lasted about 30 minutes 
and most of them were individual interviews, with the exception of one time when I interviewed 
two students together and two focus groups that I conducted with students. I interviewed a total 
of 15 students at least one time from March 29, 2010 to April 29, 2010 (see Table 1). I 
interviewed seven students more than once, depending on their availability, my ability to contact 
them, and their willingness to meet with me. All formal interviews were audio-recorded and 
transcribed for accuracy.  
Table 1 
CJSHS Student Interview Information, 2010 
Name Race Gender 
Year in 
School 
CCR 
Participation? 
Number of 
Interviews 
Member 
Check? 
Alton Black M Sophomore No 2 Yes 
John Black M Senior No 3 Yes 
Colton Black M Senior Yes 1 No 
Corletta Black F Senior No 1 No 
(continued) 
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Table 1 (continued) 
Name Race Gender 
Year in 
School 
CCR 
Participation? 
Number of 
Interviews 
Member 
Check? 
Curtis 
Derrion 
Black 
Black 
M 
M 
Senior 
Junior 
No 
Yes 
1 
1 
No 
No 
Dimonte Black M Senior No 1 No 
Jacklyn Black F Senior No 1 No 
Janice Black F Senior Yes 2 Yes 
Justin Black M Senior No 2 Yes 
Krysten Black F Senior Yes 2 Yes 
Melissa Black F Senior Yes 2 Yes 
Kyosha Black F Senior No 1 No 
Raymond Black M Junior Yes 3 Yes 
Jim Black M Senior No 1 No 
 
 I waited quite some time before I scheduled formal interviews at CJSHS. I wanted to take 
time to hang out at CJSHS, to observe the power and social dynamics, and to experience how the 
environment works. I wanted to develop relationships with people and be consistent. I also 
wanted to be respectful and to learn names and positions before I decided to ask anyone for an 
interview. As Stephen J. Ball (1990) argues, I had formal entry to CJSHS because I had 
completed all IRB requirements and received permission from Shawnee Community College and 
the principal, but I did not yet have access. Access is something different and as Ball states, 
“Permission from the principal does not always guarantee the cooperation of teachers or 
students” (p. 150). Just because I had entry into CJSHS it did not guarantee that people would 
want to talk with me or work with me. Moreover, I wanted to be careful about how I was 
perceived and with whom I associated. As Ball further points out, certain forms of entry may 
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actually inhibit possibilities of access, and so I wanted to take careful time to get to know and 
interact with a variety of people so that I would not be associated with just one person. Also, 
people at CJSHS are busy, and taking time out of their day to talk to me was a favor that I was 
not willing to request at the beginning of the semester. I wanted to better understand the kinds of 
roles that different actors played within the school, and I did this through observation and 
listening. Thus, I didn’t schedule my first formal interview until the end of March, 2 months after 
I first arrived at CJSHS. I didn’t meet with any students until the following month in April and a 
majority of my interviews did not occur until the end of the semester in May.  
 Interviews with staff, administrators, and students at CJSHS were sporadic, spontaneous, 
and oftentimes fun. Consistent with Fontana’s (2007) description of creative interviewing, they 
occurred in different locations, such as the teacher’s lounge, the library, the cafeteria, outside on 
a bench in the sun, and the local bookstore. They also occurred during work hours, while staff 
were answering phones, getting ready for the next period, cleaning, or judging cheerleader 
tryouts after school. And sometimes they occurred in segments, where we would engage in the 
first part of the interview in the morning and then return to it after school or when the 
interviewee had some free time. I was thankful for any time that faculty and staff could give me, 
and I was flexible as to when and under what circumstances they could meet. In this sense, a 
“formal” interview environment did not exist, but such an environment would have been 
artificial anyway and antithetical to the goals of my project because I wanted to learn about life 
at CJSHS and the everyday experiences of people who attend and work there. Isolating myself 
and the interview participant from the daily workings of the environment would decontextualize 
us and seemed inauthentic to me.  
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My inclusion and exclusion criterion for interviewing was flexible and fluid, meaning 
that I interviewed whoever was willing to meet with me and talk about their experiences at 
CJSHS. The rationale for purposeful sampling in this dissertation, for interviewing both eligible 
and enrolled students, was to attempt to understand the perspectives of students who chose to 
participate, who chose to exit the course at any time, who chose not to participate, or who were 
eligible to participate but never heard of the CCR program. Course eligibility for the math class 
was determined by Shawnee Community College through the use of standardized test scores. 
Shawnee Community College personnel traveled to CJSHS in the fall of 2009 and administered 
the ACT COMPASS test to juniors and seniors to assess their math skills. They used math cut-
off scores to identify students who were judged as in need of remedial math instruction and then 
offered a free math course to those students. Since I sought to understand the perspectives of 
those working both on the grant and on the periphery of the grant, I used snowball sampling 
(consistent with Fontana, 2007) to identify key people who could speak to the context of CJSHS 
and living in Cairo, Illinois. During interviews with administrators and faculty, I was often given 
names of other people who they recommended that I interview, especially in reference to the 
racialized history of Cairo. I engaged in snowball sampling to place the experiences of students 
at CJSHS within a larger socio-political, historical, and cultural context. I conducted in-depth 
open-ended interviews with the following 38 people: 
 Fifteen students attending CJSHS who were eligible for the math course 
 Three faculty working at CJSHS  
 Eight staff members working at CJSHS, including teaching aides, janitorial staff, and 
secretarial staff 
 Principal at CJSHS 
 Dean of Students at CJSHS  
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 Guidance Counselor at CJSHS  
 Two executive-level administrators at Shawnee Community College involved with the 
grant 
 CCR project coordinator employed by Shawnee Community College  
 CCR math course instructor employed by Shawnee Community College 
 District superintendent for CJSHS 
 Former president of the CJSHS teachers’ union  
 Former president of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People 
(NAACP), community historian, liaison, and advocate 
 Administrator at the Illinois Community College Board, the governing agency of 
community colleges in the state, who was involved since the inception of the CCR Pilot 
Program 
 
Once people learned about my project they would oftentimes introduce me to other people who 
they thought that I should meet. Most of the people with whom I interviewed at CJSHS, with the 
exception of the course instructor and the students in the math class, I found through a snowball 
sampling process. I was fortunate that the CCR Project Coordinator introduced me to the 
principal and the course instructor early in the semester so that I was able to establish 
relationships with them. I sought out the superintendent early in the semester as well and called 
his office to get his email address. I contacted him via email to set up an official interview with 
him in March. Throughout the semester, I would stop by his office every time that I was in town 
to say hello and to talk briefly when he had time. I am especially thankful to the superintendent 
because he is the one who set up my first interview with Preston Ewing, former director of the 
NAACP. 
 I had heard Preston’s name many times while I was in Cairo. Even outside of Cairo as I 
was in the archives at Southern Illinois University Carbondale, I was familiar with his name and 
some of the work that he had done in relation to the struggle for racial justice in Cairo. It wasn’t 
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until I was in Cairo, though, that I began to learn about his involvement in education. I remember 
one afternoon while I was at the Cairo public library looking through some of their archival 
material and talking to the two librarians there. I told them that I was interested in learning more 
about the all-White private school, Camelot, and that I had been having a difficult time finding 
specific information related to the school. One of the women asked if I had talked to Preston 
Ewing yet and then said, “You’re not a reporter, are you, because he will not talk to reporters.” I 
had actually heard a version of this sentiment before, that Preston was always being asked to 
provide comment on Cairo and that he had grown tired and stopped talking to people who were 
reporters because the town had been misrepresented. Admittedly, I was intimidated to contact 
him so I waited. The more that I learned about his history with the town of Cairo, though, the 
more that I wanted to speak with him. As I was sitting in the superintendent’s office one 
afternoon talking about a school board meeting from the week prior, the superintendent told me 
that I really needed to speak with Preston if I was going to understand the history of education in 
Cairo. He picked up the phone and called Preston while I was sitting across from him. He told 
Preston that I was interested in education and advocated for me. I left the superintendent’s office 
and headed over to City Hall where Preston works. Preston knew that I was coming and had a 
stack of papers waiting for me when I arrived. It was one of the best experiences I had working 
on this project. We met for two hours, and I was both in awe and incredibly thankful for his time 
and wisdom. 
 The opportunity to interview the former president of the teacher’s union, and educator in 
Cairo for over 30 years, happened similarly as well. I had heard his name many times as a 
prominent figure in both race relations and education in Cairo. During one interview with a 
teaching aide at CJSHS, he asked me if I had spoken with the former president of the teacher’s 
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union. I remarked that I hadn’t and the teaching aide told me that he is the administrator of a 
website dedicated to education issues in Cairo. He wrote down the website for me and I 
contacted the former president via email. We met for an interview the following week at CJSHS 
and I stayed in touch with him throughout the semester, checking in and asking questions about 
things when I needed clarity. It was important for me to check in with interview participants, 
especially students. 
Accessibility and inaccessibility. I began this project with the hope and intention of 
working closely with students in order to understand how they perceived the intentions and 
implementation of the CCR programming at their school. However, I found it difficult to work 
closely with students for a few reasons. First, because I was at the school during the day I would 
see students informally, but the only way for me to interview students formally was to ask them 
to leave their classes or spend time with me during lunch. I did not interview any students during 
their lunch hour because I did not think that was appropriate. I only interviewed eligible students 
once during their school day, that is, if I could get in contact with them about the interview. I did 
not like having interviews at the same time as students had class because I felt bad for taking 
time away from students and teachers in their classrooms, and I also did not want students to 
meet with me because it was the best of the options available to them at the time. Students 
wanted to leave their classrooms not because they were interested in my research, but because 
they wanted to leave their classrooms. I did not want to participate in and/or promote this kind of 
dynamic. 
My inability to connect with students consistently in the limited time that I was at the 
school during the week pushed me to interview students outside of school hours. This was a 
challenge as many students leave after lunch to go to vocational school. For those students who 
 108 
do stay at CJSHS for the entire day, they do not stick around long after school is finished to hang 
out, and understandably so. 
Thus, the people with whom I was able to establish close relationships were mostly staff, 
faculty, and administrators at CJSHS, and a few of the students who would hang out at the local 
bookstore after school on Thursdays. I spoke with students during lunch and before and after 
school as well conducted formal interviews with them, but I was not able to establish the strong 
relationships with many of them as I set out to do. For example, of the four students who were 
not dropped from the math course, I was only able to conduct formal interviews with two of 
them. 
Two of the female students stopped coming to class in the second week in March. One of 
the students had a child and she did not return to the school, which made it difficult for me to 
communicate with her to schedule an interview. The other student was a parenting teen and she 
took courses at the alternative school, so she was not at CJSHS during the day. I interacted with 
and conducted interviews with the other two students, but one of the students stopped coming as 
well in March. Thus, it left Raymond and me. I conducted one formal interview with him and we 
spoke each week and worked together, too.  
In addition to individual interviews with students and others in Cairo, I conducted focus 
groups with students who were enrolled or eligible for the math course. I was unable to solicit 
students who were not enrolled or who were no longer enrolled in the math course per IRB 
guidelines, so I relied on self-selection among students. Early in the semester Mr. Harrison, the 
guidance counselor, introduced me to Miss Lane, an English teacher at CJSHS. I ended up 
working closely with Miss Lane throughout the year, engaging in numerous informal 
conversations and three formal interviews. She took interest in my project and when I told her 
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that I wanted to talk with students who were eligible for the course but who chose not to enroll, 
she offered to let me come into her class and talk about my project. She said that because the 
English course that she taught was remedial, that there would be a high percentage of students in 
her course who were probably eligible for the math class, too. She allowed me to come into her 
class and explain my project to students. After students said that they were interested and 
eligible, I passed out informative consent forms. Everyone in her class self-identified as eligible 
for the remedial math course offered by Shawnee Community College. I returned the following 
week to do a writing activity with the students on the kinds of things that they wanted at their 
school, their experiences at CJSHS, and their questions about life after CJSHS.  
 
Researching at CJSHS: Rigor and Trustworthiness 
 Sharing written work. Discussions of trustworthiness in qualitative research refer to the 
reliability and credibility of the claims that we make and toward that goal, I shared my written 
work with people whom I trusted and whose perspectives I admired in Cairo. I shared written 
work with Preston Ewing, the unofficial town historian and Frank, a teaching aide at CJSHS.  
 When I met with Preston Ewing for our initial interview, I asked him if he would be 
interested in reading some of my work, given his expertise on the history of Cairo, its education 
system, and its continuing struggle for racial justice. I expressed to him that it was important for 
me to be historically accurate as well as produce a kind of research that could serve to the 
students attending school in Cairo, as well as other students facing similar situations throughout 
the United States. When he agreed to read my work, I was thrilled. I gave Preston a copy of my 
introduction and first chapter in the spring of 2011. I dropped off my chapters for him to read 
while I was in Cairo and I left him my phone number because he does not like to use email. In 
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June of 2011 Preston called me to talk about my chapters. We spent about a half an hour on the 
phone talking about education in Cairo and about my research. He asked me some specific 
questions, including if I had spoken with any parents, and said that he enjoyed reading my work.  
 I gave Frank a copy of my dissertation proposal much earlier in 2010 because I wanted 
him to have an understanding of the perspective from which I was approaching this research. 
From the first day we met, I felt like Frank was suspicious of me and perhaps my ability to really 
capture what schooling was like inside the walls of CJSHS. I gave him a copy of my work at the 
beginning of the semester so that he could see why I was there. I didn’t want him to think that I 
was like the other revolving researchers who come into CJSHS and work for some external 
agency to whom I am responsible (although, while I write this, I do recognize the hypocrisy in 
this statement . . . ). I shared with him my work early on in an attempt to cultivate a relationship 
with Frank and because I think he deserved to know who I was, where I was coming from, and 
why I was there, at his school. I could say whatever I wanted, but I thought that my preliminary 
dissertation proposal—a document that all of my committee members approved of—was another 
way to explicitly spell out my intentions. I wanted for him to trust me. Frank and I didn’t talk 
much about my preliminary proposal after he read it, except for him to say that I used too many 
big words. So, during our lunch one day I let him give me a lecture on the use of language. 
 I chose to send my written work to Preston Ewing and Frank because of their long-time 
presence in Cairo and their historical involvement with the education system. Moreover, I 
wanted for them to know the perspectives that I was bringing to the project and that I was not 
there to blame students for doing something “wrong.” I was genuinely interested in investigating 
why an education policy intent on assisting students in Cairo was not working, and I valued the 
insight that they could provide. 
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 While I did not share my written work with anyone else, I often met with people whose 
perspectives I admired and talked with them about the perceptions that I was forming. I asked 
them to comment on and provide feedback to my interpretations so that I could check my own 
biases and assumptions, or perhaps flaws in logic or methods (Maxwell, 2005, p. 112). An 
illustrative example of this is when I met with the students in Miss Lane’s class for a writing 
exercise on the kinds of things students wanted at their school. I asked the students to write down 
some of the things that they would like to participate in or have the opportunity to do at their 
school. After they wrote and I collected their responses, we had a discussion about their desires 
and I wrote some of their answers on the board. We talked about why they wanted some of the 
things that they did, such as biology and French classes, drama club, and a computer lab. After I 
read through their replies, it occurred to me that I had assumed that some of their desires would 
be different; here I was asking them a question about their desires: if they could have anything—
anything—in their school, what would it be? And they respond with academic classes, after 
school activities, and a computer lab? I suppose that I was expecting extravagance; swimming 
pools and tennis courts, a music hall perhaps, Wi-Fi and Blackboards in every classroom. But 
instead, they were requesting things to which I believe every high school student in the United 
States should already have access. I thought that perhaps they weren’t being honest with me, that 
maybe they did not know me that well and that they didn’t want to share what they really wanted 
at their school. So, I shared my concern with Miss Lane and asked her what she thought and 
since she was present in the room during my discussion with the students, she was able to 
comment on the behavior and sentiment of the students. She told me that I was incorrect in my 
assumption because her extensive experience with the students indicated that they were indeed 
being honest with me. She said, “Erin, they want simple things,” and I felt silly for even 
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assuming otherwise. I immediately thought of Jonathan Kozol’s quote in his book, Savage 
Inequalities about options: “The choice of a career means virtually nothing if you do not know 
what choices you may actually have” (2005, p. 102). I was thankful for the rapport that Miss 
Lane and I had established so that she felt comfortable enough to share these thoughts with me. 
Member-checking. In the realm of qualitative research, there are certain strategies one 
can use to increase credibility. One such strategy is the use of member-checks or “respondent 
validation” where the researcher systematically solicits feedback about data and conclusions 
from the people she is studying (Maxwell, 2005). My goal was to complete member checks 
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Schwandt, 2007) with each student after our initial interview. During 
the second member-check interview, I would provide students a copy of our initial interview 
transcript and ask them to read over the transcript and make any changes, edits, or deletions. I 
was only able to meet with seven students for a second interview for a few reasons. First, many 
of the students who I met with were seniors and truancy rates for seniors during the end of the 
year were high at CJSHS. Thus, I missed some of the students during the two days that I was 
there each week. Second, some students were simply difficult to find. The seniors’ academic 
year ended a week prior to the other students. After the seniors were gone from school, it was 
challenging for me to reach all of the students by phone or email because most of the students 
did not have a computer at home, thereby giving them infrequent and inconsistent access to the 
internet. Some of the students did not have cell phones. Of the students who did have cell 
phones, many of them shared this phone with other siblings or parents. Numbers often changed 
and some messages were lost. Lastly, there were a few students who simply did not want to meet 
with me a second time. Although they did not specifically say this to me, I sensed strongly that 
they were not interested. After reaching out to each of these students at least once personally and 
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telling their friends that I was interested in speaking to them a second time, I did not contact 
them again if I did not hear back. I did this out of respect for the students.  
While I was at CJSHS I witnessed numerous situations where adults would tell students 
what to do. This was actually a consistent theme. In fact, one of my first interviews (or attempts 
at an interview) was with a student who was told by a teacher, unbeknownst to me, that he had to 
meet with me. After we sat down I thanked him for meeting with me and I explained who I was 
and the goals of my research. I sensed a hesitation on his part to sign the IRB consent waiver and 
his body language indicated to me that he was uncomfortable. I told him that he did not have to 
participate in this interview, and he said, “I don’t? My teacher told me I had to.” I told him that 
he could go back to class, and he got up out of his chair and left the room. I knew then that I 
would have to stress to students that under no circumstances were they required to meet with me. 
I also went out of my way to politely inform the teacher that although I appreciated the help, I 
would prefer to communicate with the students directly about my research. 
It was challenging for me to think about how I should contact students for a member-
check interview. On one hand, I wanted to make this connection because I told students in their 
initial interview that this would happen. I wanted to keep my word. I also wanted to 
communicate to students that I was interested in what they had to say. Of course I explained this 
during our first interview, but I wanted a second opportunity to show them, in one way, that what 
they think and say matters to this work. Perhaps selfishly, I wanted them to know that what I said 
about privileging their voices was true. On the other hand, I didn’t want to intrude into their lives 
as yet another researcher asking them about a math class that quite frankly, many were never 
interested in taking in the first place. I recognized this history and when faculty and 
administrators from CJSHS offered to find students for me or “pull them” from their classrooms, 
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I politely declined. I just didn’t want to have that kind of power in this research. I realize that this 
may be a bit naïve, given that I do clearly hold various aspects of power in this situation, but this 
was my attempt to interrupt what I saw as an exploitive pattern—of ultimately never giving 
students much of a choice in their day-to-day lives inside CJSHS. I wanted students to make the 
decision to meet with me or not meet with me and this is why I only met with seven students for 
member-check interviews.  
With one exception for a student who used email, I did not schedule formal interviews 
with students before I traveled to Cairo each week. Most weeks I traveled to Cairo unaware of 
the students with whom I would meet. I actually preferred this, as it allowed me the flexibility to 
talk with students when and if they wanted to meet with me. This approach also did not create a 
situation where students were expected to meet with me, a formal obligation that they had to 
keep, and then if it didn’t happen, we would both feel strange. I wanted to avoid that kind of 
situation. There were days when I didn’t do any formal interviews with students and instead I 
would meet students at the bookstore to play chess, to drink coffee, and/or just talk.  
Even if I wanted to schedule formal interviews with students, however, which I didn’t, 
these interviews would have been difficult to keep because of the nature of CJSHS. Schedules 
change, classrooms change, people change, and these kinds of changes seem to be one of the 
only consistencies for the students. It was only after I was there for 3 months that I felt a sense—
from some people, that is—that I actually was true in saying, “I will see you next week.” The 
students and the staff are familiar with change and with people not following through on their 
words. Deciding how to do research in this kind of environment, one in which the people with 
whom I was working were suspicious of my very presence, was something that I thought about 
all the time.  
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While my use of member-checks in this research arguably lent itself to a degree of 
increased integrity, using them in the name of credibility and/or reliability was not my primary 
goal for engaging in member-checks with students. Rather, I saw this as an ethical imperative 
because students have a right to see and review their own words. I wanted to honor their right to 
know, particularly given Cairo’s history in relation to research. This was not a strategy to remove 
myself from the research process, because as researchers we are always present (Maxwell, 2005). 
Similar to Tom Schwandt’s (2007) argument, member-checking in this research project was 
more of an ethical act: “member checking assumes a quite different character and meaning to the 
extent that the inquiry becomes a more participative and dialogical undertaking and less the 
monological activity of the lone field-worker doing research on respondents” (p. 188). I wanted 
participants to have the opportunity to provide context and feedback to me and the claims that I 
was making as well as gain insight into how knowledge is produced. So in this sense, my efforts 
weren’t toward further legitimating knowledge, but rather about making people aware of this 
process and teaching students how this works, how perceptions are formed about them and their 
community, and their right to participate in this process. 
Triangulation. For this research, and in relation to knowledge production, I considered 
everything I saw and gathered to be “data.” I took in as much as I could and collected everything 
to which I had access, even if I wasn’t sure in the moment if a direct or indirect relationship 
existed to my research question. This kind of approach is consistent with ethnographic work as 
ethnography involves a combination of techniques (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2006). As such, I 
used a variety of data-gathering methods in this research. I conducted individual interviews and 
focus groups, observations, and collected documents. I also scribbled notes during formal and 
informal conversations, spent hours in the university and local libraries researching archival data, 
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digging up newspaper and journal articles related to Cairo, education, and justice, going through 
NAACP and U.S. Commission on Civil Rights records and transcripts, searching for state and 
federal litigation documents, analyzing U.S. Census and State of Illinois education achievement 
data, and talking with as many people as I could from Cairo about the kinds of perceptions I was 
forming and the claims that I was beginning to make. I also read previous research on and about 
Cairo, Illinois, which included two dissertations, several historical and historiography books, and 
numerous reports (and their original transcripts) commissioned by local, state, and federal 
government agencies as well as education organizations. I read music lyrics and poetry and paid 
extra attention to newspaper articles where citizens of Cairo were interviewed and/or quoted. I 
searched newspaper archives, such as Chicago’s the Defender and the New York Times to find 
articles related to Cairo. In this sense I engaged in a sort of discourse analysis (Phillips & Hardy, 
2002), analyzing how Cairo was represented in text. I paid attention to how Cairo, the education 
system in Cairo, and the students were portrayed in these materials as well as the responses from 
the Black community in Cairo. I also talked with people in Cairo about previous research on, and 
articles written about, the town to better understand some of their perceptions about how they 
were/are being represented. This kind of procedure, where I draw from a variety of different 
sources to examine phenomena, is referred to as triangulation in the qualitative research 
literature.  
 Triangulation is a means of checking the integrity of the inferences drawn by the 
researcher (Denzin & Lincoln, 2008; Hammersely & Atkinson, 2006; Schwandt, 2007). It is a 
means to examine concepts and inferences from more than one vantage point. In other words, the 
claims and interpretations that I am making from the empirical materials that I have gathered as a 
researcher are layered with/against one another to then identify connections and disconnections. I 
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look for consistencies and inconsistences among these materials. As Hammersley and Atkinson 
(2006) argue, data source triangulation, or different data collection strategies, provide a basis for 
checking interpretations. More specifically they argue that, “data-source triangulation involves 
the comparison of data relating to the same phenomenon but deriving from different phases of 
the fieldwork” (p. 230). The use of multiple forms of data is a procedure qualitative researchers 
use to increase trustworthiness in their work (Maxwell, 2005). Triangulation of both the source 
of the empirical material as well as the method upon which they were derived is an essential 
element of rich ethnographic work because it offers us a more diverse picture of a setting or 
phenomena. When appropriate for this research, I included quantitative and statistical 
information to provide a layered picture. Statistics are used very broadly to show particular 
phenomena, such as the example of White flight in Cairo from the 1960s to today that I refer to 
chapter two. This inclusion is an aspect of triangulation and I engaged in other kinds of 
triangulation during my research as well. 
 For example, Denzin (1978) discusses what he calls “theoretical triangulation,” whereby 
one approaches data with multiple perspectives and hypotheses in mind. My use of different and 
epistemological and methodological paradigms in this research is an example of theoretical 
triangulation. The way that I view and live in this world is within a critical paradigm, thus I 
approach this research through this lens and how I think impacts how I do this work. Using a 
critical lens means that I emphasize race and class inequities, challenge dominant constructions 
of reality and knowledge, uncover oppressive power structures, and imagine emancipatory 
possibility and praxis. Because I recognize the polemically oppressive and essentialist nature of 
even a critical paradigm, I attend to the critiques of critical ethnography by engaging with 
feminist epistemology (St. Pierre & Pillow, 2000). A feminist paradigm helps me to engage with 
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complexity and be attentive to a politics of difference as well as disrupt the positivist notion that 
research participants are objects rather than subjects.  
 A final facet of triangulation that I used in this research is one among different types of 
researcher. While this was not my original intent when I gathered historical, sociological, legal, 
and educational research on and related to Cairo, Illinois. This is also form of triangulation 
(Hammersley & Atkinson, 2006). I originally gathered these kinds of materials because I wanted 
to provide context to education in Cairo and I wanted to complement and relate different aspects 
of the setting to my analysis. Because I was aware of how Cairo has been represented 
historically, I also wanted these materials so that I could see how this narrative was constructed. 
No comprehensive ethnographic research on education in Cairo has ever been conducted. Thus, 
in order for me to learn about education in Cairo to provide context into my research questions, I 
needed to go to these previous materials and pull from them information about and/or relating to 
education. Hammersley and Atkinson (2006) argue that this approach is a kind of triangulation 
among different researchers, where I situate my research within research conducted previously.  
 
Reflexivity 
Researcher journaling. Additional ways that I strengthened credibility and guarded 
against misunderstanding were through the use of a personal researcher journal or a “field 
journal” (Wolcott, 1995) as well as personal audio note-taking. I kept a personal researcher 
journal and recorded the kinds of insights and feelings that I had during the entire research 
process. I reflected on the things that did not go according to plan, my own biases and 
prejudgments, the disappointments along the way, and my general thoughts about what occurred. 
I scribbled down names that I did not want to forget and notes about brief interactions that 
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occurred throughout the day. I paid attention to context, how I felt in certain situations, and how 
I thought others were perceiving me. I also audio-recorded my thoughts as I drove 4 hours down 
to Cairo from Champaign each week and then again as I drove back, reflecting on the events 
from the days before. I transcribed these notes and kept them as historical materials, 
documenting the entire research process. These transcriptions resulted in a second researcher 
journal for me and were an exercise in critical reflexivity (Ball, 1990; Foley, 2002; Pillow, 
2003).  
 The heart of reflexive practices in qualitative research is personal reflection; the ability 
on behalf of the researcher to turn the researcher’s gaze inward and reflect on her personal 
thoughts, emotions, opinions, questions and fears. In discussing the uses of reflexivity as a 
methodological tool in qualitative research, Pillow (2003) borrows from Elizabeth Chiseri-
Strater’s (1996) distinction between reflexivity and reflection and argues that reflexivity requires 
“both an other and some self-conscious awareness of the process of self-scrutiny” (pp. 130, 177). 
Therefore, reflexivity is complex and not simply a confessional purge of emotion. Many of my 
reflexive engagements weren’t epiphanic in any way, but they tell a story about and document 
the research processes itself. While I transcribed them, it allowed for me to add context and 
comment on them, really immersing myself in the data. I used my audio recorder often to talk 
about and think through some of the challenges that arose while doing research in Cairo and I 
found this approach useful because it was immediate (I can talk much faster than I can write). I 
would often find time in between interviews to say a few words about the context of the 
interview (where it occurred, under what conditions, what the temperature was like outside, how 
the school smelled, etc.) to help me remember the interview experience. Ball (1990) argues that 
this kind of reflexivity is part of the construction of ethnographic work and provides necessary 
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insight into how representation occurs. It lends itself to increased credibility and reliability by 
increasing transparency in the research process, providing insight into how claims are formed 
and interpretations produced. 
Positionality and subjectivity. As an ethnographer, I made certain decisions throughout 
the research process, such as who to talk to, what to talk about, where, and under what 
circumstances. These decisions determined what data were collected and conversely, not 
collected (Ball, 1990, p. 167). Equally, people in Cairo made decisions about me and also 
decided to what extent they engaged with me and my project. Their decisions also determined 
what data were or were not collected. 
 While observing at CJSHS, I didn’t sit back with my notepad and write about what was 
happening in front of me. Oftentimes, when I first arrived at CJSHS, I would check in with 
people in the administrative office. I would let Mr. Harrison know that I was there and also 
check in with the Principal, letting him know that I was there as well. I would then wander into 
the gym and talk with Frank and say hello to Josh and/or Geneva, two of the custodians who 
worked at CJSHS. When first period began, I would usually stop back into the principal’s office 
and ask him about the week and ask his perspective of the week’s events. I knew when 
instructors had their planning periods and when Miss Lane or Miss Ivy, a White special 
education teacher had theirs, I would head over to their room and check in with them. I 
scheduled interviews with faculty and staff during the day, when they could, and if I found 
myself with free time, I would often wonder in and talk with Mr. Harrison. 
 I would ask Mr. Harrison if he needed help with anything, because as the only guidance 
counselor, he was quite overworked. At the beginning of the semester, he told me that it would 
take longer for him to explain things to me than it would for me to finish what needed to be 
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done. So, I laughed and told him that I was a quick learner, and that I would check back with him 
when he had something less complex for me to do. He laughed and by the end of the semester he 
decided to let me help him with a few things. I would make copies, sort files, and assist with 
little tasks. Surely these things would have been done without me, but I was there, I had the time, 
and I wanted to help. Him allowing me to do this also allowed for me to spend some time in the 
administrative office and get to know the women who worked there. I witnessed students and 
staff coming in and out of the office, the phone calls, the different people who came into and left 
the school during the day, and the different ways that the principal and administrative workers 
responded to students. This was one of the central hubs of the school. 
 Many things influenced my degree of access to CJSHS and the willingness and ability of 
students, staff, and administrators to work with me. Gender, race, class, age, and other kinds of 
power relations influenced the entire research process and the degree to which I, as a researcher, 
could truly engage with participants (Scott & Usher, 2011). In Cairo, race was always present, 
including my own. 
 Race/ethnicity. My own relationship with race and ethnicity is complicated. I’ve never 
neatly fit into the ethnic categorizations that even I use in this project. I identify as racially White 
and ethnically Mexican. I benefit from White privilege and am most often perceived as White. I 
am also asked often about how I identify in terms of race and ethnicity, and while at CJSHS, 
from the Black students, staff, and administrators with whom I worked, it was no different. I did 
not neatly fit into the Black-White binary that I encountered while doing research in Cairo, but 
more often than not, I was perceived as White. While doing research at CJSHS, although my 
ethnic and racial identities were always present, they manifested in varying ways. The Black 
students and staff would sometimes inquire about my racial or ethnic identity, often saying 
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something like, “Castro, is that Cuban?” or “Castro can’t be White, where you from?” However, 
I was never once asked about my racial or ethnic identity from White people with whom I 
interviewed and interacted. What I find most poignant about these interactions with mostly 
White administrators is that race was never a topic of conversation that they brought up. I believe 
that my White identity allowed me access to this project with less suspicion if I had been more 
noticeably Mexican. 
I do believe because of my whiteness, the principal was more open with me, than if he 
had perceived me as a person of color. My whiteness was an advantage for me because I am not 
certain he would have given me the degree of access I had if I were more distinguishably a 
person of color, or a man for that matter. I make these claims given some of the off-the-record 
comments that he shared with me about his personal attitudes about race and gender. As 
someone who is taken as White, not Mexican, in many contexts, I am often privy to 
conversations and comments made by White people about people of color. This is both an 
advantage, as someone who does research on race, and a curse, as a human being living in a 
racist society, and is something that I have experienced my entire life. My skin color was both an 
advantage and a limitation to this research. I believe it assisted me in gaining access through 
necessary administrative channels, comprised of entirely White people, with less suspicion. But, 
I also believed it served as a barrier to working with Black students and staff, especially students. 
Because of the assumptions that we all draw from racial distinctions, coupled with the racialized 
history in Cairo, I am certain that some of the students were not interested in working with me 
because of my race. I tried various approaches to offset this limitation, most notably working 
consistently with students each week in an attempt to establish a relationship with them, but for 
the students with whom I was unable to establish this familiarity, I believe I was seen as another 
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White stranger external to the community conducting research on something that did not seem 
relevant to the students. Their perception is fair. It was only through my consistent engagement 
with Black administrators and staff that I was able to begin to disrupt their suspicion of my 
whiteness, of me, and of my research.  
 While doing research at CJSHS, the students with whom I worked closely would 
sometimes ask about my ethnic identity (“Miss Erin, are you Spanish?”) or assume that I was not 
White by letting me know that none of my people, “the Hispanics,” live in Cairo. One time, 
while I was standing in the hallway, a student who I did not know asked one of her friends 
regarding me, “Who is the White girl in the hall?” John, one of the students with whom I 
worked, said to her, “She ain’t White, she’s Spanish.” I thought this was funny, because I am not 
Spanish, but it also lends insight into how students understand the salience of race, and their 
perceptions of me. The term “White” seemed to be a pejorative word with the Black students and 
staff at CJSHS. When a staff member wanted to refer to a White person in a way that was not 
derogatory, she or he would use the term “Caucasian.” I felt like John was distinguishing me in 
that moment against the label of “White girl.” 
 Age/credentials. My age also impacted this research. I believe that my young age and the 
fact that I did not yet have a Ph.D., assisted me in my research at CJSHS. I dressed like a student, 
in jeans and a t-shirt, and I think this allowed me to be perceived as less threatening and genuine 
in my words that I was actually there to learn, as opposed to judge or evaluate the school. I was 
not there to audit or perform an outcomes assessment of the people working at and attending 
CJSHS. Many of the people who travel in and out of CJSHS for these research reasons dress 
professionally, in suits and blouses, and they stand out dramatically from the faculty, staff, and 
the students. They elicit an authority from staff and students that I did not desire while at CJSHS, 
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and so I tried to differentiate myself from that type of person. I wanted to be able to move, 
physically, and to sit on the floor when necessary or sit outside on a bench with my legs crossed 
if I wanted to talk with a student, and so I dressed in a way that would allow that kind of 
interaction. I think that this kind of demeanor allowed for an enhanced relationship with the 
students and staff because I tried not to flaunt an air of adult authority. I also think that my age 
and status regarding credentials assisted me in the degree of access I had at CJSHS through the 
principal. Because I am a young(ish) woman, who does not have a Ph.D., I do not believe that he 
found me threatening in regards to his power and the way that he “runs” CJSHS. Of course I 
cannot say with 100% accuracy, but because of these things, and my gender, I do not believe that 
he saw me as a threat to his authority in any way, thus he allowed me access with limited 
suspicion. 
 Gender. I made a point to dress modestly during my time at CJSHS so as not to draw 
attention to myself as a woman. I was not interested in soliciting gendered attention, and so I did 
not wear shorts and I made sure to wear shirts that did not show cleavage. While I made an effort 
not to draw unnecessary attention to myself as a female, I was often treated in a way consistent 
with patriarchy: male students would open doors for me, I was frequently referred to as “Ma’am” 
by the students, and some of the older male staff members would comment that I looked pretty. 
This also assisted me, I believe, in the degree of access that I gained. As a woman in this 
environment, I do not believe that I was seen as a threat by men or in competition with them and 
in this sense, perhaps they were more willing to share information with me because I was not 
there to tell them how to do their job. I was there to learn. In fact, and this includes my work at 
Shawnee Community College, I was seldom asked during my research in Cairo what, if 
anything, I was learning.  
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 A telling example of how my experiences in Cairo were influenced by my gender is my 
relationship with the principal. The very first day that I met him in his office for a formal 
introduction, we first met in the main administrative office. I was talking with Rachel, the point-
person for the office, and the principal walked in behind me and came up on my left side. I 
turned and said hello and then he said “Hi, let’s go to my office.” He then grabbed the back of 
my left arm to steer me into his office, almost as if I had done something wrong. He used a force 
that made me very uncomfortable. I was not used to being touched that way, by any person, but 
particularly by a man whom I did not know. I was caught off guard by being physically led into 
his office in this way. I doubt this would have happened in the same way if I were a man and it 
gave me immediate insight into how the principal expresses his power and authority at CJSHS. 
Had this been just about any other public place, I most likely have wiggled out of his grip, turned 
around, and told him that I am perfectly capable of walking myself into his office without his 
assistance. But, this was not just some public space, this was his school, and I would need to 
respect him no matter my personal opinion about his actions. This required, many times, me 
staying silent in situations like these and when I disagreed with his behavior or perspective. I was 
not there to study him, I was there to better understand why students were not benefiting from 
the CCR math course.  
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Interlude: 
Academic Vocabulary Word List for  
Cairo Junior Senior High School 
 In between the two different lunch periods, one for the seventh and eighth graders and 
another for the ninth through twelve graders, Frank and I would chat in the cafeteria. He was 
updating me on the weeks’ activities at the school that day and told me that the superintendent 
came to the school that week. The teachers and teaching aides were required to attend a meeting 
on the importance of using certain vocabulary with the students with the goal of better preparing 
them for state examinations. The students were let out of class for this meeting to occur during 
the school day.  
 Frank explained to me that he thought the meeting was a joke; he thought that the 
meeting was a waste of time and that teachers should instead be using vocabulary words with 
which the students were already familiar. He told me that the students had their own “street 
vocabulary” that the teachers knew nothing about. Frank saved a copy of the handout that he was 
given at the meeting and shared it with me. He added his own perspective to the pedagogical 
approach aimed at increasing students’ vocabulary for state examinations advocated by the 
superintendent and supported by others at the meeting (see Figure 6). He also wrote down the 
“street vocabulary” words that the students use and added one more suggestion to the Academic 
Vocabulary Word List. 
 127 
 
Figure 6. Academic vocabulary word list for Cairo Junior Senior High School: Franks’ 
interpretation. 
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          Chapter Five 
 “Missed Opportunities”: Math 041 at CJSHS  
That could be the title of one of your chapters,  
“missed opportunities” . . . [because] what we have  
here is an institutionalized fear of failure;  
why would you even try? 
(Frank, Black Teaching Aide at CJSHS, 2010) 
 
In the previous four chapters I provided context to understand the failure of the Math 041 
class offered at CJSHS in the spring of 2010 as part of the Illinois College and Career Readiness 
Pilot Program. My goal has been to problematize the discourse of student blame and shift the 
focus toward institutional and structural obstacles that influence students’ ability to participate 
and want to participate in education intervention efforts. The prison-like environment in the 
school also collides with a history of intervention programming that attempts to “help” students, 
without regard for their immediate circumstances. These programs are racialized and their 
success pivots on the support of faculty, staff, and administrators at the school. Thus, their 
perceptions are important to analyze. In this chapter I explain how the Math 041 course was 
implemented at CJSHS, drawing from interviews and observations. I argue that the pilot 
program, as constituted in the spring of 2010, offered little for students in Cairo as it related to 
college and career readiness in their context and, because of the racialized history of Cairo, was 
viewed with suspicion by the students and staff. The pilot program, and the intervention 
programming that was born out of it, was not designed to provide students in Cairo with the 
kinds of services related to college and career that they might want and need. Moreover, the CCR 
programming was not seen as an opportunity on behalf of the community at CJSHS in part 
because it failed to be interventionist in nature; it neglected to account for the pattern of policy 
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failure already present at the school and contributed to the perception that staff members already 
had, which was that the policy was not designed for the students in Cairo.  
In this chapter I examine the competing and contradictory versions of what happened in 
Cairo. From the perspective of administrators at Shawnee Community College, students in Cairo 
did not take advantage of a free opportunity that was designed in their best interests; from the 
perspective of staff at CJSHS, the CCR programming was a moneymaker and recruitment tool 
for the community college; and from the perspective of students, the CCR program did not 
provide a clear enough justification or route to the community college. The programming offered 
at CJSHS did not serve as a bridge to postsecondary education for students and therefore the 
students did not invest their time and energy into the math course. In this chapter I describe how 
staff and students came to understand the programming in this way. I divide this discussion into 
two broad categories: logistical failures and substantive failures, that together explain how the 
policy implementation at CJSHS in the spring of 2010 failed. I begin with a description of the 
course and the logistical flaws that impeded students in their ability to benefit from the math 
course and then connect those obstacles to the larger impediments present at the school.  
 
Logistical Failures at CJSHS: Math 041: Introduction to Algebra 
I don’t think that class [the CCR math class]  
is giving them what they need.  
Some of their needs go way back.  
(White Teacher at CJSHS, 2010) 
 
The math class offered by Shawnee Community College in the spring of 2010 to students 
attending CJSHS was a failure. Administrators at Shawnee Community College found it 
challenging to recruit and retain students throughout the entire project and during the last 
semester of the pilot program they remained unsuccessful in sparking student interest. The 
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college was eventually able to enroll eight students by way of aggressive recruiting and 
assistance from staff at CJSHS. The students who were recruited after the semester began, 
however, did not remain in the course. The class began two weeks later than scheduled, and at 
midterm Shawnee dropped four students from the course as a reaction to low attendance. At the 
request of the course instructor, administrators at Shawnee Community College then converted 
the course into an independent study fourteen weeks into the semester because of low student 
attendance. The course instructor submitted grades for four students who were not dropped by 
the college at the end of the semester and after the grades were approved by the grant 
administrator, all four students were given F’s for their participation in the course.  
Because of the large numbers of students who stopped coming to the math class, it is 
difficult to determine what kinds of experiences they walked away with from their small 
engagement with the course. For administrators at Shawnee Community College, the outcomes 
of the intervention effort were not surprising in that this is what they typically expected from 
CJSHS: miscommunication, disorganization, and a general “lack of motivation from students in 
Cairo.” The one thing that did surprise a grant administrator at Shawnee was that students at 
CJSHS could not even do what was asked of them. From his perspective, the community college 
went out of its way to convert the course into an independent study to cater to the few interested 
students left in the course, as communicated to the college via the course instructor, Carl. In my 
interview with this administrator, he emphasized that Carl “tried everything to get those kids 
involved,” and they just didn’t do it. From his perspective and the perspectives of other 
administrators at Shawnee Community College, they did everything they could to try and 
provide students at CJSHS with a genuine opportunity, from hiring an instructor who was 
familiar with the community to allowing him to turn the class into an independent study 14 
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weeks into the semester for the one student who consistently attended class. The perception held 
on behalf of the college was that the students in Cairo simply did not recognize or appreciate the 
opportunity that they were being given. 
This perception is at odds with the beliefs held by the students and staff at CJSHS. 
Administrators at Shawnee viewed the CCR programming as a good opportunity for students in 
Cairo and even for the school in general. Staff at CJSHS, however, saw things differently and 
their perceptions are important to consider because they were integral in the recruitment and 
retention of students in these programs. The students trust the staff at CJSHS and are influenced 
by their opinions regarding intervention efforts. More than one time the guidance counselor at 
CJSHS remarked that he thought Shawnee Community College received more out of this effort 
than the students did because at the end of the day, the college would make money off of the 
students. The logic from his perspective was that the college was recruiting future students who 
would pay tuition because they were eligible for free state and federal funding, such as the MAP 
and PELL Grants. The fact that this perception circulates within CJSHS affects the livelihood of 
any intervention effort administered by the college and lends insight into why students and staff 
viewed the CCR math class with suspicion. 
 Math 041 at CJSHS. The CCR Introduction to Algebra course was designed to provide 
an 18-week engagement with students, with students taking off one week for spring break. This 
schedule would have resulted in a 16-week class, with one week at the end of the semester for 
the final exam. Thus, the students who were enrolled in the course at the beginning of the 
semester were told that this class would meet for 16 weeks, every Thursday afternoon from 
3:30 p.m. to 6:00 p.m., for a total of 40 contact hours. The CCR math class offered at CJSHS 
was not to be offered any differently than other remedial math courses offered by Shawnee 
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Community College in design, content covered, the pace at which such content is covered, and 
the grading procedures used. In order for students at CJSHS to receive college credit for this 
course, it needed to be taught according to the same standards as other Math 041 courses offered 
through Shawnee Community College. In other words, the course was not to be altered in any 
way because it was offered to high school students. The only modification to be made was the 
location where the course was offered, which was at CJSHS.  
While in theory this approach seems reasonable, it makes little sense in a high school 
climate characterized by the complexities of rural poverty and racial isolation. Modifications 
should be made to cater to students’ needs, especially when students have no experience with 
postsecondary education. The students who were not dropped from the Algebra course had never 
stepped foot onto a college campus and were unaware that a course syllabus is a contract 
between students and their instructor. One important example that highlights this disconnection 
is related to the differing rules for high school students and college students. A handful of 
students who were initially enrolled in the math course had Individualized Education Programs 
(IEP’s) with CJSHS, of which Shawnee Community College was unaware (and, as I mentioned 
earlier, almost one quarter of all the students attending CJSHS have IEPs). Within K-12 
institutions, accommodations are made for students with disabilities without official 
documentation; that is, for students who have not undergone official diagnostic testing or are 
without a physician’s recommendation. However, in postsecondary education, such 
documentation is required to receive services.  
In 2010, accommodations were available for students with disabilities at Shawnee 
Community College, but students must have been able to provide “appropriate documentation” 
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to receive such services.
23
 Two of the high school students who were not dropped from the math 
041 course at midterm had IEP’s with CJSHS, but they did not receive any of the available 
services provided by Shawnee Community College during their time in the math course. I did not 
witness any time when students were told about the opportunity to receive additional resources 
related to ability during our time in the CCR math course. My follow-up interviews with students 
did not indicate that they were told of this opportunity, either. While we cannot be certain if such 
services would have allowed students to better experience the course, the students should have 
been made aware of the options available to them as Shawnee Community College students. This 
kind of assessment should become standard protocol for all college and career readiness 
programming that seeks to help students transition to postsecondary education. However, this 
task takes time and planning, and there are challenges to discerning who may need additional 
support, too. 
For example, even if students were told about the opportunity to receive supplemental 
aid, it would be highly unlikely that they would have received those services because of the 
documentation necessary to qualify. In order for college students to provide appropriate 
documentation of a disability, they need to undergo formal diagnostic testing. This testing costs 
money, takes time, and requires a general knowledge about where such services are provided. 
Since students attending CJSHS did not need to provide official documentation in order to get 
their IEP, it is highly unlikely that they would have had it or would have had it at the beginning 
of the 2010 spring semester in order to qualify for services associated with the course. Thus, 
                                                 
23
 Accommodations for students with disabilities in postsecondary education are available for students who can 
provide evidence of diagnostic testing as mandated by the American’s with Disabilities Act (ADA). In 2010, 
Shawnee Community College offered assistance to students with disabilities who had appropriate documentation. 
These “reasonable accommodations” included note-takers, testing accommodations including test readers, tutoring 
and tape recorders, among other services (Shawnee Community College, 2010). Interested students would need to 
meet with a Special Needs Counselor and bring their high school transcripts, current IEP’s, current diagnostic 
testing (within three years) and documented records concerning the disability to determine eligibility of services.  
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while the intention was to treat the students at CJSHS the same as students who were enrolled as 
college students at Shawnee Community College, perhaps for their own benefit, there were 
indeed differences that needed to be addressed, both in what students knew and the policies that 
governed them.  
This kind of situation has implications for future college and career readiness 
programming that needs to be addressed. If students have IEP’s, what, if any, documentation 
would they need to fully participate in CCR programming? If the remedial courses are offered at 
students’ high schools, are they able to take advantage of tutoring centers and office hours 
offered on the college campus? As officially enrolled students at Shawnee Community College, 
the students at CJSHS were technically eligible for these services, but they were never told of 
them. The instructor never held office hours and even if he did, we must consider location. The 
same thing goes with the tutoring services, which are heavily encouraged for students enrolled in 
remedial math. Where would the tutoring services be located for high school students? In a rural 
community such as Cairo, where public transportation does not exist and the college is located 
30 miles away, these logistics need to be decided by the college administration before the course 
is offered and then clearly expressed to students so that they know the range of options available 
to them. 
While the course instructor did not hold office hours, he did encourage students to bring 
questions with them to class. He also shared his phone number early in the semester and told 
students to call him if they were struggling. While this is atypical for college teachers to do, the 
instructor knew that the students did not have equitable access to computers and therefore did not 
use email. Sharing his phone number was the instructor’s attempt to remain accessible to the 
students, given the constraints of their environment. The students were not familiar with this kind 
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of interaction with their instructor, however, and did not call him with questions they may have 
had. With the exception of a few texts to the instructor at the beginning of the semester from 
students who were not going to make it to class, he never received correspondence from students 
via his phone.  
The instructor. Shawnee Community College hired an adjunct instructor to teach the 
Math 041 course at CJSHS who was already teaching the same course in their adult education 
program at a campus extension center in Anna, Illinois, located 30 minutes north of Cairo. 
Because the intention was to have the course taught in the exact same manner, Carl—a young 
black man from southern Illinois—made perfect sense as an instructor the CCR math course. 
Carl had taught this class for Shawnee Community College for 2 years and while he was not 
from Cairo, he was familiar with the rural area. This was Carl’s first time teaching the 
Introduction to Algebra course to high school students and as he shared with me, he was told not 
to alter the class in any way because it was being taught to high school students.  
The CCR Project Coordinator and the grant administrator were both excited that Carl was 
going to be teaching the course in Cairo. While his race was never mentioned by staff at 
Shawnee Community College as one of the reasons he was hired to teach the students in Cairo, 
the CCR Project Coordinator often told me that “he is so good with the students” and the grant 
administrator shared with me that “he is familiar with this area and what happens in Cairo.” It 
was, on the surface, a logical fit: Carl was familiar with the area, had the qualifications required 
for an adjunct instructor, and even though no one said it out loud, he was Black and could 
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therefore relate to the students.
24
 While Carl was on some levels able to connect with the 
students, it was not enough to make a difference in the outcomes of the course for the students.  
Perhaps because of the emphasis placed on sameness in the math course by the project 
coordinator at Shawnee Community College, Carl understood and treated the students at CJSHS 
like the students enrolled in his other Math 041 course. From my conversations with him, I 
learned that he took this charge seriously. Carl did not explicitly express to me that he treated the 
students at CJSHS any differently than the students in his other course and from my 
observations, this seemed to be the case. Carl expected the students at CJSHS to have habits that 
successful college students have, such as the awareness to know when they are struggling, the 
courage and knowledge to reach out and ask questions, and the available free time and resources 
necessary to study. His pedagogy was based on students embodying these habits, yet possessing 
these kinds of skills was not a communicated requirement to students in the course. 
Implementation and outcomes. The realization of the math class at CJSHS resembles 
little of its intentions. The students who were recruited for the course were promised 40 hours of 
contact time, but that is not what they received. At midterm, Shawnee Community College 
dropped half of the students in the course because they were not coming to class. At this time, 
the course had four students officially enrolled who were not dropped and throughout their entire 
time in the course, they received less than 5 total hours of contact time with their instructor. 
Throughout the 16-week course, the students were given about 12½% of the contact time that 
they were promised by Shawnee Community College to have with their instructor. In Table 2, I 
provide weekly descriptions of the course, including for how long the students and myself were 
in class.  
                                                 
24
 I did inquire whether Shawnee Community College uses racial and/or ethnic preferences when hiring instructors 
for the CCR Pilot Program. I specifically asked, “Do you use race and/or ethnicity as part of your qualifications in 
hiring instructors for this program?” A senior administrator associated with the grant replied, “No.” 
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Table 2 
MATH 041 at CJSHS, 2010 
Date Location 
Number 
of 
Students Began Ended 
Total Contact 
Hours Notes 
January 14 No class - - - - Instruction began at all Shawnee CCR sites except at 
CJSHS and Meridian High School because they “had 
trouble getting kids signed-up before Christmas break”; 
Recruitment meeting at CJSHS at 8:30am on Thursday, 
January 14
th
  
January 21 No class - - - - Email from CCR Coordinator states that Shawnee 
enrolled 11 students with “help along the way”; 
Confusion among students and instructor over whether 
the course begins this week or the following week, there 
is also confusion over location 
January 28 Alternative 
Classroom 
4 4:00 4:45 .45 Confusion among students and instructor regarding 
location of class; students in class say more students 
aren’t in class because they didn’t think it started this 
week 
February 4 Library 4 4:05 p.m. 5:15 p.m. 1.05 Instructor does not like teaching in library without 
chalkboard; More books delivered to students by 
Shawnee; Email to me by CCR Coordinator: “Class isn’t 
going well” 
February 11 Alternative 
Classroom 
6 4:10 p.m. 4:45 p.m. .35 Instructor worked-out problems from Chapter 1 on 
chalkboard by himself; CCR Coordinator met with the 11 
enrolled students on Monday, February 8
th
 and told them 
that the class will be cancelled if they do not show-up 
 
(continued) 
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Table 2 (continued) 
Date Location 
Number 
of 
Students Began Ended 
Total Contact 
Hours Notes 
February 18 Alternative 
Classroom 
5 4:00 p.m. 4:42 p.m. .42 Instructor worked-out problems from Chapter 1 on 
chalkboard by himself  
 
February 25 Alternative 
Classroom 
2 4:12 p.m. 5:19 p.m. 1.07 Instructor gave and collected quiz from students, did not 
allow them to see their results; Instructor worked-out 
problems from first part of Chapter 2 on chalkboard by 
himself 
March 4 Library 4 4:05 p.m. 5:01 1.04 Instructor went over syllabus, spent 30 minutes xeroxing 
his notes while students waited because there was no 
chalkboard, told students they would work-out problems 
next week on chalkboard 
March 11 Science 
Classroom 
2 4:05 p.m. 4:45 p.m. .40 Instructor worked-out problems from Chapter 2 on 
chalkboard by himself, handed out CCR t-shirts from 
Shawnee Community College 
March 18 No class 0 - - - No students came to class; two students communicated 
with instructor beforehand about their absences 
March 25 No class 1 - - - Instructor told Raymond he could go home since he could 
not teach class with only one student; Email from CCR 
Coordinator on March 22
nd
 said that she dropped 5 of the 
9 students because “They were just not showing up and 
not contacting [the instructor] if they weren’t going to 
make it” 
April 1 No class 1 - - - Instructor told Raymond he could go home since he could 
not teach class with only one student 
 (continued) 
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Table 2 (continued) 
Date Location 
Number 
of 
Students Began Ended 
Total Contact 
Hours Notes 
April 8 No class - - - - CJSHS SPRING BREAK; Email from CCR Coordinator 
on April 13
th
 states that instructor is having “major 
problems getting kids to class” and that he asked if they 
could turn the class into an independent study 
April 15 No class 1 - - - Class officially converted to Independent Study, approved 
by CCR coordinator and grant administrator; Instructor 
met briefly with Raymond to explain independent study, 
did not teach content 
April 22 No class - - - - Instructor dropped-off envelope with course materials in 
main office, included in this packet is a quiz and 
homework assignment 
April 29 No class - - - - Homework from envelope due; Students have no contact 
with instructor, do not turn-in anything 
May 6 No class - - - - Students have no contact with instructor, two of the four 
student packets are still sitting in the main office, I ask 
Rachel how we can get these packets to students; Now 
included in the packets are an instruction sheet, a final 
exam, a Shawnee instructor evaluation form, and a survey 
from OCCRL
25
 
May 13 No class - - - - Final exams due; Students have no contact with 
instructor; three students eventually turn-in packets. 
TOTAL CONTACT HOURS   4.78 
                                                 
25
 OCCRL is the acronym for the Office of Community College Research and Leadership at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, the office that I 
worked for and who administers the ongoing evaluation of the Illinois CCR Pilot Program.  
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From this perspective, it wasn’t the students who failed the course, but rather Shawnee 
Community College and the instructor failed the students. Yet, the burden of blame was placed 
upon the four remaining students in the course at the end of the semester. The four students who 
were not dropped from the course by Shawnee Community College received F’s as their final 
grade in the course for, as expressed to me by the grand administrator, “failing to do the required 
work.” I learned that the students received F’s in June and at this time, the students were not 
aware of their grades. The students were not told of their grades in person, nor did Shawnee 
Community College mail their parents letters indicating final grades. I asked the grant 
administrator why the college did not mail the grades to students and parents at the end of the 
semester, and he told me that was not standard protocol. This was another example of the 
inconsistencies with this implementation. Certainly, Shawnee Community College does not mail 
letters to students’ parents indicating final course grades for all of their students, but they also 
don’t mail recruitment letters for remedial courses to parents, either. Shawnee Community 
College sent recruitment letters to students’ parents before the CCR courses started in an attempt 
to raise awareness among the parents, but this is not standard practice with their other remedial 
math courses. It seems, as indicated by the practices of staff at Shawnee Community College, 
that the students at CJSHS were understood to be somewhere in between high school students 
and first-year college students. And when it came to accessing and understanding their grades in 
the course, it was no different. 
When I asked how students in Cairo could access their grades, the grant administrator 
told me that they could check their grades online, if they had their student ID number. The 
administrator told me that the students were all given an ID number at the beginning of the 
semester and this number was associated with their status as Shawnee Community College 
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students. When I asked students in the course about their numbers, though, none of them knew 
anything about them. The likelihood of students checking their grades online at the end of the 
semester was low for a few reasons. Students did not know their respective numbers, nor were 
they familiar with a culture of student responsibility prevalent in postsecondary education that 
includes checking final grades online. The students checking their grades also seemed highly 
unlikely to occur because none of the students with whom I spoke owned a computer at home 
and unrestricted access to the computers with internet access at CJSHS is something that I never 
witnessed nor heard of while at the school. Thus, it was not surprising for me to learn that in July 
of 2010 the four students who were not dropped from the course were still unaware of their 
grades. 
 
Substantial Failures at CJSHS: Institutional and Structural Limitations  
to Math Literacy 
 
The students’ needs are not being met  
[in the CCR math class].  
(White Teacher at CJSHS, 2010) 
 
The inconsistencies in time, location, and patterning of the Math 041 course occurred in a 
larger context of policy failure at CJSHS and different perceptions regarding the intentions and 
purposes of CCR programming. The differing perceptions of the CCR intervention effort and its 
intentions held on behalf Shawnee Community College and CJSHS was one of the reasons this 
policy failed to serve students at the high school. Administrators at Shawnee Community College 
did not question the extent to which their programming efforts fit within the needs of CJSHS. 
This orientation is evident in my many conversations with the CCR project coordinator. She 
struggled in her position throughout the pilot project for a variety of reasons, including 
inadequate training, a lack of resources on how to effectively do her job, and no relationship with 
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CJSHS prior to the intervention effort. Her perception of the policy failure in Cairo was in line 
with other administrators at Shawnee Community College in that she felt the students did not 
take advantage of a free opportunity. During one of our interviews toward the end of the 
semester, she shared with me her frustration with the low student interest in the math class, she 
said: 
You know that saying, “you can lead a horse to water but you can’t make him drink?” 
Well, you can lead these kids to water, you can even put the water right up to their lips, 
but you can’t make them drink it. 
 
From her perspective, the math course was an opportunity of which the students were not taking 
advantage. The math class, or in this case the water, was unquestionably good for the students 
and thus the perceived problem was that the students refused to participate in something that was 
good for them, that was even in their best interest. The elements of the intervention effort and the 
extent to which they were grounded in the lived realities of the students were not the focus of 
discussions on policy failure. Instead, comments like the one made by the project coordinator 
and others like it were grounded in an unspoken logic that students at CJSHS can and should go 
to college, and in order for them to go to college, they need to pass this math course. Therefore, 
students should take advantage of the course while they are in high school so that they do not 
have to pay for the course once they enroll in college. This was the rationale that circulated 
among administrators at Shawnee Community College for the policy failure in Cairo. 
Much gets missed in this logic, especially at a school like CJSHS, where math literacy 
rates are abysmal, and students do not clearly see the relationship between successfully 
completing an Introduction to Algebra course offered by their local community college and the 
reality of postsecondary education. Students with whom I spoke had questions about college that 
concerned things like transportation (e.g., how will I get there?), daycare (e.g., who will watch 
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my child?), and financial aid (e.g., how will I pay for it?). The social and structural challenges 
that students will face were not seen as connected to the math course by the students. From this 
perspective, if increasing college readiness pivots on decreasing postsecondary remediation rates 
in math, programming needs to provide answers to these broader questions and concerns for 
students as part of a larger effort to promote college attendance. The concerns raised by the 
students regarding the reality of postsecondary education point to the everyday challenges that 
they face as high school students in their ability to learn math and they are not alone in their 
plight.  
For example, critical mathematics scholars analyze patterns of missed opportunities by 
focusing on institutional and structural dimensions related to teaching mathematics to 
underserved students (Appelbaum, 2004; Frankenstein, 1989; Gutierrez, 2007; Skovsmose, 
1994). Critical math scholars recognize that because of many reasons, students of color and 
students from lower-income backgrounds have inequitable access to high quality math education. 
Therefore, teaching math in these contexts presents unique challenges and requires a different 
and dedicated orientation. Drawing heavily from critical pedagogy and educational philosopher 
Paulo Freire’s (1970) work, which focuses on the liberatory and emancipatory possibilities of 
education, the idea behind critical math education is tying math literacy to the larger liberatory 
benefits of education. Since we live in a society where math achievement is correlated with race 
and socioeconomic status (Gutierrez, 2007), critical math scholars argue that mathematical 
literacy is crucial for social transformation in an advanced technological society. Moreover, they 
question whether math alone can overcome racialized hierarchy. Thus, math is not a cure for all 
that ails, but rather represents the culture of power in a particular way.  
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There are pedagogical approaches for underserved students of color and lower-income 
students that could have been implemented in this context but were not. The larger question of 
whether math learning, on its own, would have provided the boost students in Cairo needed to 
access community college is an open question. Certainly the students needed math as part of a 
larger set of skills, but math in and of itself would not provide access for students if they weren’t 
more completely engaged as students in dialogic and meaningful education that included a fuller 
examination of life aspirations, plans, and challenges. A critical mathematics approach and 
analysis would also helped program staff to problematize a math intervention’s, or any other 
educational intervention’s, ability to change social and political hierarchy. 
There are challenges to teaching and learning math with communities like Cairo that have 
been strategically denied and consequently lack basic resources. Successfully teaching and 
learning mathematics with disenfranchised communities requires a knowledgeable instructor of 
such courses, innovative pedagogies, a challenging curriculum, and a commitment to students 
(Gutierrez, 2007), none of which the implementation of the CCR Pilot Program in Cairo had. 
Students struggled to see how the Math 041 course related to college and career, and when these 
connections are not present, it makes learning and teaching math difficult. What utility does math 
have for students in this context? Critical mathematics emphasizes the idea that math literacy 
needs to be tied to larger democratic goals in society so that students can see how math is useful 
for them. As critical math scholar Frankenstein (1989) argues, knowledge of math among 
disenfranchised and marginalized communities is essential in “gaining real popular, democratic 
control over the economic, political, and social structures of our society” in an effort to transform 
such structures (p. 1). Critical mathematicians emphasize dialogue and open inquiry in critical 
math classrooms and just as with critical pedagogy, critical math education uses students’ own 
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frames of reference and resources in ways to not only teach the material, but to build better 
citizens (Gutierrez, 2007). 
Critical math scholars recognize these challenges and focus on teaching and learning 
math within these contexts. The field of college and career readiness can benefit from the aims 
and emphasis of critical mathematicians, especially in places like Cairo where institutional and 
structural obstacles influenced students’ ability to participate in the CCR programming. The 
math course was not seen as connected with any of the larger societal issues that critical math 
scholars highlight. For example, fear of failure, stereotype threat, the presence of deficit 
messaging, the prison-like structure of the school, racism, and achievement ideology all 
contributed to the desire and willingness of students to participate in the intervention effort.  
 Fear of failure. The title of this chapter comes from the words of Frank because as he 
would often remind me, the CCR legislation implemented at CJSHS missed an opportunity to 
serve students in Cairo. Frank believed that because of the students’ current and previous 
experiences in school, they were reluctant to participate in any activity where they put 
themselves at risk for additional failure. He argued that the students were disheartened because 
the theme of failure is so thick for them at CJSHS that it’s hard to escape. I imagine an 
institutionalized fear of failure to resemble something like a pervasive fog of inadequacy, a 
thickness that circulates through the windowless school. In their attempt to feel more fully 
human, to free themselves from the institutionalization of fear and defective labeling, students 
resist programs that are predicated on their failure and brand them deficient before they are even 
implemented. Because students are forced to exist in a daily environment that is hostile to the 
human spirit, they express their agency in ways that allow them to escape it, that allow them to 
feel adequate or what one hopes, remarkable. The CCR Pilot Program was not this kind of outlet 
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for the students, and Frank believed that while no student would admit to protecting themselves 
in this way, of expressing their lack of involvement with the program though this language, this 
was indeed how the students felt. He argued that students wanted opportunities to succeed and 
because of this desire, they chose to participate in activities where they were more secure of their 
possibility of success and where they could feel successful.  
Frank’s emphasis on environmental constraints was a consistent theme among the 
students and staff with whom I spoke as reasons for the policy failure in Cairo. His focus on the 
institutionalization of fear on behalf of students connects to many of the conversations that I had 
with the superintendent in Cairo, a Black man from Chicago. During one of our formal 
interviews, I asked the superintendent how he would respond to the discourse that students in 
Cairo are unmotivated. He first said that the students face many obstacles in Cairo, and then he 
shifted the blame away from students, which is a move consistent with those of critical math 
educators who emphasize the obstacles that students of color and lower-income students face in 
gaining math literacy (Gutiérrez, 2007). In commenting on responsibility for success and student 
engagement in intervention programming, he said:  
I also feel that it is our role to motivate children, regardless of what people think. We 
have to find ways to motivate children. We have to find ways to look at learners 
differently, we have to look at ways to intervene when kids aren’t being successful. 
That’s our job.  
 
As opposed to the perspective that students from all racial and socioeconomic backgrounds 
should intrinsically possess the motivation to excel academically and therefore take advantage of 
free programs designed to help them remediate themselves, the superintendent believed that 
educators and administrators should instead possess the motivation to inspire students. From the 
superintendent’s perspective, if students indeed lack motivation, it is not their job to motivate 
themselves, but rather it is the responsibility of teachers and administrators to motivate them for 
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academic programs. Commenting further, he said that if intervention and enrichment programs 
are not working in Cairo then,  
it’s our [teachers and administrators] job to find out what the kids are interested in. If we 
think that one size is gonna fit all, it’s not, y’know. And I think we need to talk to 
students more and I think we need to get people to talk to students more.  
 
The idea that students had knowledge and knew things was something that I seldom encountered 
during interviews with staff and administrators. Moreover, the idea that students could and 
should be used as resources in explaining why the current polices are not working or how to 
create more appropriate policies was an insight that I rarely heard. The superintendent’s response 
to why the CCR Pilot Program was not working for student at CJSHS did not focus on the inept 
nature of the students and their responsibility to remediate themselves, but instead on the 
responsibility of who he referred to as “the adults.” When he elaborated on the sentiment of 
responsibility and the idea that students need to know that people care about them, I listened 
carefully: 
And yet, everybody kinda gives “em a second citizen kind of disposition all the time. 
And your kids feel that way. That might be part of the whole reason why kids, y’know 
[don’t succeed], “cause it’s—it’s like an inferiority complex. And the inferiority 
complex, you don’t necessarily have to say things, y’know, “specially if you have any 
experience with the South—you just understand that certain things just aren’t meant to 
be. And if you understand that it’s like what W.E.B. Du Bois said, that if you get in 
someone’s mind, and tell them that they have to get to the back door, y’know, you don’t 
have to tell them to get in the back door, they will create it just—And so that might be, in 
a psychological sense, that might be part of the problem that’s not being addressed. 
 
In his reflection, the superintendent considers the psychological impact on students throughout 
their educational experiences. The current social and cultural context, as part of a larger 
historical trajectory in Cairo, influences the ways that students see themselves and their 
capacities to succeed academically, which subsequently impacts their desire to participate in 
remedial programming. The superintendent recognized the psychological toll that students 
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experience in attending a school like CJSHS and of constantly being targeted for supplemental 
programming. He referred to this as an “inferiority complex” developed on behalf of students as 
a response to being treated as second class citizens. His reference to “the South” and how 
students “understand that certain things just aren’t meant to be” is a racialized remark regarding 
students’ faith in the education system to provide them with equality of educational opportunity. 
The South is historically known for strategically and legally denying Black students educational 
opportunities as well as defiantly resisting legal attempts to achieve racial equity within 
education (Anderson, 1988). If students internalize the idea that education is one of those things 
that “just aren’t meant to be,” how does this affect their ability and desire to participate in 
intervention programming aimed at increasing math literacy? What chances do they have in 
succeeding at this effort? 
 After the superintendent finished his discussion of W.E.B. DuBois, he asked me if I had 
ever heard of the idea, stereotype threat. He said that the students attending CJSHS are victims of 
an inferiority complex they have accumulated as a consequence of existing within a 
dysfunctional school system where they are given little chance to succeed. He referenced 
stereotype threat as one of the reasons that students do poorly in mathematics and choose not to 
participate in intervention programming. 
 Stereotype threat. Stereotype threat is a theory first developed by psychologist Claude 
M. Steele (1997) to describe one of the structural barriers to academic achievement for oppressed 
students. Steele argues that societal pressures on subjugated groups, such as students of color 
living in poverty, impede their ability to succeed within academic institutions because they 
prevent them from identifying positively with school. Thus, the students’ disassociation with 
school adds additional stress about their capacity to succeed academically within the school. 
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Steele argues that the stereotypes and judgments of others are a social-psychological threat for 
students that can negatively influence their ability to succeed academically. Specifically, he 
states that stereotype threat,  
is a situational threat—a threat in the air—that, in general form, can affect the members 
of any group about whom a negative stereotype exists. . . . Where bad stereotypes about 
these groups apply, members of these groups can fear being reduced to that stereotype. 
And for those who identify with the domain to which the stereotype is relevant, this 
predicament can be self-threatening. (p. 614) 
 
In addition to students feeling fearful of failure, Steele argues that they also fear reifying 
negative stereotypes about them. Steele’s research reveals that stereotype threat dramatically 
lowers the standardized test performance of women and students of color. He argues that 
something other than “skill deficits” depresses the academic performance of Black students and 
that when students are subject to a negative stereotype about their group, they can be judged 
and/or treated according to that negative stereotype. In other words, if students know that a 
negative perception or stereotype exists about them at school, they will perform in accordance to 
that stereotype. In the case of students attending CJSHS, the fact that students already know that 
teachers and administrators think that they are unmotivated may influence their ability to 
perform well on standardized tests. I was told by a handful of students that they did not even pay 
attention to the standardized test that Shawnee Community College required the entire junior 
class to take (that is, at least the students who were at school to participate). The students did not 
remember taking the test and did not feel as if it was an adequate reflection of their ability. 
Whether or not this is the case, the fact that students expressed being tired with having to take 
another test indicates that intervention programs may need to use more than a single metric to 
determine accurate eligibility. This is especially so in a place like Cairo, where the four students 
in the math course felt as if they already knew the material. How reliable are standardized test 
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scores when they are used as the only variable in determining eligibility for college and career 
readiness programming? How do the scores relate to students’ own conceptions of aptitude?  
The students with whom I spoke dismissed the integrity of test scores gathered from what 
they described to be testing all of the time. I am not certain students took much stock in tests or 
had an idea of the usefulness of them (e.g., for whom are they taking the tests?). Regarding the 
testing that Shawnee Community College conducted, the students did not remember being told 
what the testing was for or how the results would be used. They took the tests because they were 
told to do so, and when I asked students how they did on the test, they did not remember. None 
of the students with whom I spoke remembered being given their scores afterward. The students 
were told by the CCR project coordinator and one staff member at CJSHS that they needed to 
participate in the remedial math course as a result of their scores. Thus, it is perhaps not 
surprising that students did not remember the test because it was not an area of emphasis. But 
given that it was the only metric used to determine course eligibility, perhaps Shawnee 
Community College should have placed more focus on the test and shared the results with the 
students, to explain to them what their scores meant in relation to college and career readiness. 
This way, students would have been provided with additional information about the positive 
aspects of the course. Instead, the messaging around participation in the CCR programming 
centered on students needing help and that they were eligible only because their poor scores 
placed them into remedial courses. 
Deficit messaging. The feeling of being repeatedly told that you are deficient or in need 
of assistance takes a toll on a student. The CCR programming at CJSHS presented a possibility 
that simply was not appealing for the students and community in Cairo. It was pitched as an 
opportunity that in their eyes, was not really an opportunity. Mr. Harrison shared with me the 
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story about the bug after explaining to me why he thought students at CJSHS were not interested 
in the CCR programming provided by Shawnee Community College. He emphasized the feeling 
held on behalf of students of being repeatedly targeted for doing poorly in school. Before he 
shared with me the story about the bug, he said this in response to my question about low student 
involvement in the CCR math class: 
Okay. I think they’re not interested in it, first of all, because of presentation. The 
presentation. That’s one “a the reasons. That bein’, that, “Okay we’re gonna offer you a 
program because you are so deficient in areas.” So, you tell me that you’re offering me an 
opportunity to improve myself, but you’re not offering an opportunity for me to look at 
the better side of myself. Rather than saying, “We want to improve what you have,” I 
think they’re tendin’ to make the students feel that they’re so low, you’re the bottom of 
the barrel, and we want you to be like other folks. Okay? And, I think that last statement 
. . . it’s what the state and the educational system is tryin’ to make everybody the same, 
okay. You’re supposed to be functioning at this level, if you’re not functioning at this 
level, then you are deficient. Do you want me to approach you and say, “Hey. I would 
like to come and fix your hair because your hair looks terrible . . . ” . . . And I may know 
that my hair looks terrible . . . But if you tell me that, okay, and—I think a lot like, even 
though I’m quite old, I think a lot like the students—if you tell me that, I will probably 
tell you, “No, leave my hair alone. I like it just the way it is.” And even though I’m 
inwardly, I may know that I need to do somethin’ to my hair, dye it, get it cut, shave this 
stuff off, or whatever. But by the very fact that you come in and tell me how bad I look, I 
will probably say, “Leave me alone.”  
 
For Mr. Harrison, the failure of the CCR programming at CJSHS was in part because of the 
messaging provided on behalf of Shawnee Community College and the state of Illinois in the 
everyday context of students’ lives. The approach taken by Shawnee Community College, and 
other programs like it, fails to account for the environment faced by students of repeatedly being 
told that they are deficient. Mr. Harrison did not deny that students could benefit from additional 
support, but questioned the ways in which these programs are designed and implemented, 
suggests they are problematic and offensive to the students because they don’t allow students to 
look at the better sides of themselves. CCR programming at CJSHS was grounded in the idea 
that because students are identified as “deficient” via standardized test scores, that they 
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consequently need supplemental services and should recognize that it is in their best interest to 
partake in these activities. This messaging is damaging for students. Imagine the experience of 
constantly being targeted and told that you are below average, have deficiencies, need 
remediation, or need an intervention. Imagine that this was your educational experience. Why on 
earth would you want to subject yourself to more of this treatment? 
The messaging associated with the CCR programming promotes a logic that students 
should possess the intrinsic motivation to participate in intervention programs because they need 
this help, but the CCR programming failed to provide students an opportunity that was 
worthwhile for them. Mr. Harrison’s point was not that students should ignore opportunities to 
help increase academic skills or their chances of going to college, but rather that these programs 
need to consider just what an opportunity is for the students. As constituted in the spring of 2010, 
the CCR Pilot Program did not provide students with the opportunity to “look at the better side” 
of themselves, and as Mr. Harrison points out, students will defend themselves against this kind 
of attack against them whether or not it originates from a well-intended place. As sociologist 
Alan Johnson (2000) argues, the intentions do not matter here; what matters are the ways that 
students perceive these kinds of interventionist approaches and the effects that their messaging 
has on them. In essence, the impact is what matters. The CCR Pilot Program was not designed to 
take into account the context of students being repeatedly subjected to interventionist 
programming or to respond to the ways in which students are disengaged by deficit messaging. 
The program was not structured to capture instances of student motivation that are 
unrecognizable via conventional standards or to seize those opportunities when they arise. 
Moreover, the program was unable to adapt to the burden put forth by the physical architecture 
of the school building, the regulated space that students associate with educational opportunity. 
 153 
 Windowless prison structure and discipline. One institutional issue that stood out to 
me the moment I stepped into CJSHS was the intense focus on discipline and compliance within 
the school. Teachers and administrators send more students to the office each quarter for 
behavioral problems than the number of students CJSHS enrolls and graduates, combined. For 
example, in the last quarter in fall of 2009, 438 students were sent to the office by instructors, 
and this was a number that the new principal was quite proud to discuss with me in the spring of 
2010 as he gave me the first official tour of the school. When he pointed to a large graph hanging 
in the hallway, he showed me that over 520 students were written up in the previous quarter by 
faculty, thus a decrease of 82 incidents (in a school that, again, enrolls just under 200 students). 
The poster was the first thing that he showed me while on the tour of the school, and he credited 
himself with the decrease in behavioral incidents, commenting that controlling students was one 
of the reasons that he was asked to take the job. The poster depicted a graphical representation of 
the decreased incidents and visualized a downward slope for everyone who walks the hallway to 
see. In an education environment where schools are rewarded for “racing to the top,” I could not 
help but be bothered by the celebration of this visible decline; it seemed to depict a kind of 
mentality (i.e., just stay out of the principal’s office so that we can display a graph) that 
ultimately fails to engage students and make meaningful measurable differences for them. 
Moreover, I wondered how the intense focus on discipline shaped the interactions at the school, 
the goals set for students, and how this affected their relationship with the institution. What was 
the purpose of schooling for students in this context? 
 The energetic attention given to decreased discipline problems at CJSHS provides a 
baseline to understand the value of an after-school remedial math class that failed to recruit and 
retain students. For example, when I spoke with Dimonte, a senior, he provided some insight. 
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Dimonte was vice president of his class and proudly boasted the highest ACT score in the entire 
school, a 24. He chose not to participate in the CCR programming because he said that he did not 
need it. As we were talking together at a small table in the Lincoln Room, I asked him to reflect 
upon his years at CJSHS. He commented that CJSHS doesn’t really offer anything to get 
students motivated to do well in school. I followed up on this comment and asked him about the 
kinds of things that he would have liked to see happen at CJSHS while he was there. This is the 
first thing he said: 
Dimonte: I would say, like, they told us last year, they said that other schools when 
students take the ACTs, like, if you meet or you know you do good, they throw a party 
for you. They said they was thinkin’ about doin’ somethin’ like that last year, but you 
know, I never seen it. 
 
Erin: But they didn’t? 
 
Dimonte: Nuh uh. It’s like, I know they watch movies and stuff in the cafeteria if we 
don’t get any write-ups, but, most of it gonna be not even interesting in there. 
 
At CJSHS, regulation and management of student behavior is celebrated with pizza parties and 
movies in the cafeteria. In this environment, it is difficult to conceive if and how students are 
systematically rewarded or praised for academic achievement. During my time at CJSHS, I did 
not witness any incidents where students’ academic achievements were systematically 
celebrated; that is, where students’ academic achievements were celebrated with pizza parties or 
with graphs in the hallway. The reward system for students at CHSHS seemed to be based on 
behaving “properly,” as perceived by the administration and faculty, and during my time at the 
school, “proper” behavior was associated with student obedience. A focus on student compliance 
was a constant presence at the school, whether by way of standing in line without talking, 
keeping quiet in the cafeteria during lunch, or ensuring that pants stay firmly up around the 
waist. Much of the communication outside of classrooms that I encountered between students 
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and authority figures in the school centered on students being told what to do, this was the intent 
of communicative interaction.  
From this perspective, there is little room for negotiation in terms of what the school 
expects from its students. Other opportunities for student learning and involvement seem 
tangential. This would include, for example, an intervention program offered by the local 
community college aimed at reducing the number of remedial courses student must complete 
during their first year at college. As constituted, the program carried little meaning for students 
as it related to college and career readiness and because of the time that they are offered, required 
students to make a choice between retaking remedial math and engaging in one of the few 
athletic options left available to them.
26
 There are few afterschool options available for students 
to participate in and for the students who are fortunate to participate in these activities, they are 
presented with an easy choice. The math course was not an attractive option for students, and the 
fact that it was offered at the school, what students, staff, and administrators consider to be 
prison-like, did not help its attractiveness.  
The physical structure of CJSHS is characteristic of the architecture found in historical 
and modern penitentiaries. The design of CJSHS resembles that of a key or a lollipop, as 
described to me by one of the staff at CJSHS (see Figure 7). The base of the building is the 
gymnasium with a long narrow hallway attached to the side. The hallway leads into a circular 
segment, or the top part of a key or lollipop. The circular segment has classrooms lining the 
exterior with the library housed in the middle. While the shape of the building indeed resembles 
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 Some context may be useful here. CJSHS offers limited opportunities for students interested in participating in 
athletics, thereby making their games and practices all the more salient. For example, men can participate in 
basketball, baseball or track and women can cheer, play basketball, softball or track (although there is no physical 
track on school grounds). There is no football team, no volleyball team, no wrestling team, no swimming team nor 
golf team. Moreover, it is becoming increasingly challenging for athletics to remain at CJSHS because of the 
difficulty in scheduling events: no school wants to play CJSHS. This is due to a combination of factors. There have 
been violent incidents at games in the past and very few teams want to travel to the area because of concerns about 
safety (McClusky, 2007).  
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a lollipop with a base, it eerily resembles a panopticon as well, an architectural design created by 
utilitarian philosopher and social theorist Jeremy Bentham (1787) in the late eighteenth century.  
 
Figure 7. Area map of CJSHS building. 
 
A design to maximize surveillance in prisons, panopticon literally means “all seeing.” 
The basic structure is now infamous, as educational research Michael Gallagher (2010) argues: 
“a ring of cells encircling a watch-tower, from within which a single supervisor is able to see 
inside each cell” (p. 1; see Figure 8). The philosophy behind the panopticon is that people can 
see out of the central structure, but people (students, prisoners) cannot see into the tower, thereby 
serving as a one-way mirror of sorts. Bentham’s intention in the design was to create an 
atmosphere where incarcerated people would not be able to tell when they were under 
surveillance, and would therefore behave as if they were being watched all of the time (Foucault, 
1977; Gallagher, 2010). This was Bentham’s attempt to impose a constant state of surveillance 
so that people would learn to discipline themselves and decrease the need for external control.  
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Figure 8. Panopticon, aerial view. 
 
I did not encounter any one-way mirrors in the library of the school, the space where 
students and I met during school for interviews, but there is little doubt that the building 
resembles a panopticon. The students and staff identify the building as resembling a prison, and 
the hyper-surveillance that I witnessed during my time there is consistent with these perceptions. 
Miss Ivy, in commenting on why students are not interested in participating in CCR 
programming, told me that the school resembles more of a “punitive type of environment” than 
an institution of learning. The building promotes a particular kind of behavior and the 
regimentation and disciplinary nature of the school is in line with characteristics of incarceration. 
The architecture of the school is a racialized construct as well. 
After asking about the origins of the building, I learned from the superintendent that the 
school was built in 1980 by the Illinois State Board of Education (ISBE). ISBE hired an 
architecture firm to design and build the school, which was not atypical for the time period. The 
superintendent was able to speak with an architect who worked at the firm hired by ISBE in 1980 
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after a few phone calls. He was told by this architect that the state of Illinois built the school in 
such a way to reduce energy costs. The logic was that the lack of windows would help keep the 
heat in and the carpet in the classrooms would help as well. Furthermore, the design would better 
withstand severe weather. Despite these intentions, however, the reality is that students and staff 
believe that their school is a prison; a prison built specifically for Black students since in 1980, a 
majority of the population in Cairo was Black. 
Rachel, who worked in the administrative office, focused on this prison-like environment 
when discussing the lack of engagement on behalf of students in CCR programming. Rachel was 
not surprised that students did not take interest in nor do well in the courses offered through the 
pilot program, and she saw this behavior during all 3 years of the project. She was critical of the 
program and made specific reference to the relationship between the schooling environment at 
CJSHS and individual students when I asked her about Shawnee Community College’s attempt 
to offer this course to students. She was critical of Shawnee’s approach, saying that she wasn’t 
surprised that students did not take interest in the program, in part, because Shawnee hired a 
person who was an outsider to the community and disregarded the salience of race in the Cairo 
community. While she said that Shawnee’s intentions were good, the fact that they hired 
someone who was not familiar with Cairo nor the students, caused the students to disengage. She 
remarked that students knew that the program coordinator was uncomfortable around them and 
given their environment, they acted accordingly: 
If I’m in a building that looks like a prison, why shouldn’t I act like a prisoner? Most kids 
when they get bored, they’ll look out a window. When you don’t have a window to look 
at, now I’m gonna look at you and start jackin’ with you even though you’re trying to pay 
attention. And it trickles down from there . . . I mean, how much do you expect of 
children? I mean, everybody wants to point their finger at the kids. What situations are 
you putting kids into for them to react to it? I mean, come on now. You can only expect 
so much from a child because regardless of 18 to 3, you’re still a child; you still have a 
child’s mentality. And the problem is that you want to say well they’re 18, they’re not 
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kids. But yet on the other hand you want to say you need to listen to me because you’re a 
child. Make your mind up. 
 
The analysis provided by Rachel captures the kind of environment faced by the students 
attending CJSHS, as well as how the contradictions of such a regimented context influences 
them. On the one hand students are expected to act like adults and on the other hand, they are 
treated like children relegated to specific areas of the school during particular times and told 
when, where, and how to do just about everything within the walls of the building. This 
contradiction is present within the CCR programming in that high school students are asked to 
engage in postsecondary courses to receive college credit. The course provided at CJSHS was 
taught like a college course, in that students were given a syllabus which outlined their 
expectations and described how by participating they assumed the responsibility put forth in the 
syllabus contract. Nowhere else in their K-12 education experience do they encounter this kind 
of contract.  
 Structural racism: “That class failed as soon as she walked into the building.” 
Through my interviews with staff of color at CJSHS, race was a consistent theme that emerged 
when discussing the challenges that students face and the reasons why students would choose not 
to participate in a remedial math class in order to become ready for college and career. For 
example, when I spoke with Layla, a Black woman and student advocate who worked for 
Shawnee Community College, she directly mentioned race. Layla has worked with CJSHS for 
years, she is from the community, and the students respect her as she does the students. I had 
many conversations with Layla throughout the semester, as she was often at CJSHS and working 
in the administrative office for Shawnee Community College. She was not officially associated 
with the CCR Pilot Program, but she consistently helped the project coordinator in her efforts to 
recruit and retain students for the program. When I asked Layla why she thought that the 
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students were not participating in the CCR math course she told me that the students did not trust 
the CCR project coordinator. She said that the program was under the wrong person and that the 
students would never apply as long as Denise, as a White woman, was the face of the program.  
 Denise was hired by Shawnee Community College specifically for the CCR project 
coordinator position and her salary was funded by the grant. Denise was from southern Illinois 
and she was familiar with the broad area that the college reached out to, but she did not have any 
experience in working in Cairo nor directly with high schools on secondary to postsecondary 
transition programs. I communicated with Denise frequently throughout my research, and she 
was honest about her struggles from the beginning in Cairo in recruiting and retaining students 
for intervention and enrichment programming.  
 In the spring of 2010, the first installment of the 3-year grant was coming to a close. 
Debbie had worked for all three years during the grant cycle and by the time that I began my 
research, she was experiencing difficulty with her job and hostility in her work environment. She 
confided in me early on that she thought that her employment was going to be terminated by the 
college in the spring of 2010. However, she decided to leave her position on April 30
th
, two 
months before her contract ended, because of a work environment that she described to me as 
“offensive.” By the time that I ended my research, Debbie was using an alternative email address 
and not checking personal email on her work computer because she feared that the women in her 
office, with the permission of her male boss, were going through her emails and her computer 
history. She felt violated and unsupported, especially by her boss. 
 Debbie often expressed to me her frustration with working for Shawnee Community 
College as the CCR project coordinator because she felt that she was not given any direction by 
her superior. She said that she was hired and essentially told to “make this happen,” without any 
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input or support from senior-level staff. She said that there was a learning curve involved and 
that it took her a while to get an idea of what the CCR project was about and more importantly, 
how to get high schools involved. During the time that I was conducting my research, tensions 
were high among her and her co-workers and I felt bad for Debbie. I empathized with her in her 
position because she was not being treated with respect at her job, and the fact that the course 
was not going well in Cairo, did not help things. 
 Debbie struggled in recruiting students for CCR programming. She had a good 
relationship with the principal and heavily relied on Mr. Harrison and Layla to assist in 
recruitment and retention efforts. It’s difficult to decipher how much of the difficulty she 
encountered in Cairo was due to her inexperience with working as an intervention programming 
coordinator, her lack of support from superiors at Shawnee Community College, her 
unfamiliarity with CJSHS, her whiteness, or her lack of experience in working and interacting 
with Black people, where she is a racial minority. I imagine it was a combination of these things, 
in addition to her being absent at the school, since she only made a few trips to the school in the 
spring. But, her whiteness and her unfamiliarity with CJSHS and the students particularly 
mattered in Cairo, as expressed to me by staff members.  
 Debbie and I did not specifically talk about race. When I asked her why she did not think 
things were going well in Cairo, she remarked that the students were unmotivated. She said that 
students were interested in other things and that the reason for the programming failure in Cairo 
was because the students lack of motivation. She believed that Carl was a great teacher for the 
students and did not understand why they would not come to class. From her perspective, she did 
everything that she could do as project coordinator to make the programming at CJSHS 
successful. 
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 The perspective from staff at CJSHS, however, is different. For example, Layla shared 
with me that the students questioned Denise’s qualifications because of her whiteness. Layla said 
that the students told her, “She is from White America” and “doesn’t know how we live.” Layla 
told me quite to the point: “That class failed as soon as she walked into the building. It may not 
be right, but that is the way it is.”  
 Interviews with other people of color at CJSHS echoed Layla’s sentiment. When I spoke 
with a Black student advocate who works at CJSHS, for example, she told me that the CCR 
project coordinator had good intentions, but that she “was strugglin’ because of her race,” 
meaning that because she was White and because of the history in Cairo, students do not trust 
her, and by extension, the merits of the CCR program. She did not disagree that the students 
should indeed have to see past her race, but rather that as long as a White person is the face of 
the CCR program, the students in Cairo are going to be suspicious and it will be much more 
difficult to recruit them for programming.  
 Similarly, when I spoke to Rachel, a Black administrative assistant at CJSHS, she thought 
along the same lines. She told me that the students “didn’t pay attention to Denise [the CCR 
project coordinator]” and that the students could feel that Denise was uncomfortable around 
them. She said: “I think that’s where the breakdown actually came from is that Denise just, she 
wasn’t comfortable being around our kids.” This comment came in the context of our 
conversation about why the CCR math class was unsuccessful at CJSHS and since Rachel was 
the point-person for the whole administrative office, the face of the school, so to speak, I was 
very interested in how she perceived the program. The CCR project coordinator and the 
instructor for the math course heavily relied on Rachel to communicate with the students during 
the week when they were not present. The beginning of our conversation, which led to her 
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making the claim that the White CCR project coordinator was uncomfortable around the Black 
students at CJSHS, began like this: 
Erin: What was your relationship like with the CCR Project Coordinator?  
 
Rachel: With Layla? Or with that other, I cannot even think— 
 
Erin: Denise. 
 
Rachel: Yeah, I mean, Shawnee came in like once. She introduced herself, it was far and 
few between. I mean, she was very friendly, but being friendly and being assertive is kind 
of two different things. [Pause]  
 
I think she expected us to take her ball and play with it. She gave us the ball, and she 
checked on her ball every once in a while, but I just don’t think enough of her was—and I 
mean, don’t get me wrong, I like Denise, don’t get me wrong. But, I mean, liking 
somebody and doing your job is two different things, you know? But I don’t think she—I 
honestly don’t think she was comfortable in the environment enough to come in and do 
what she was supposed to do. Had this been Metropolis or Anna, I think more attention 
would have been paid to it. That’s just being truthful. 
 
Erin: And by comfortable you mean . . .  
 
Rachel: Because she’s White. And we only have like three White students in the whole 
building. 
 
Erin: Right. 
 
Rachel: You know, I just don’t think she was comfortable enough being here giving what 
should have been given to the kids. I mean, and I don’t think it was the fact of she, a 
prejudice thing, that she just didn’t want to work with the Black kids; it was a fear of, you 
know, she would do more when Layla was with her than she did by herself. And I think 
that’s where the breakdown came. She went to Mr. Hamilton a lot, but Mr. Hamilton is a 
part-time counselor. He can only do so much, you know? It’s like either get your program 
off the ground or make sure these kids graduate, you know? Which one am I supposed to 
do? 
 
Erin: Right, and he’s being paid to do one. 
 
Rachel: Exactly. And although he did help as much as he could, I mean, probably more 
than he should have, I think that’s where the breakdown actually came from is that 
Denise just, she wasn’t comfortable being around our kids. 
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Rachel thought that Denise was uncomfortable around the students at CJSHS and argued 
that the students could sense it, too. The degree to which Denise was comfortable with the 
students, and vice versa, is a racialized experience. The students have lots of experience 
interacting with White women because many teachers of theirs are White women, but Denise 
had little experience interacting with Black students. Layla commented on this directly when she 
told me that Denise didn’t have any experience with “our kids.” She said that Denise was trying 
to make a difference but that she was struggling because of her race and the history in Cairo. 
Layla said that Denise didn’t know what it was like to live in Cairo and the students knew this. 
The students remarked that Denise was from “White America,” but as Layla pointed out, it 
would be difficult for Denise to gain insight into the lives of students in Cairo because of her 
race. Layla said,  
When I get home at 5pm I hang out with these same kinds of people . . . but I’m not 
sayin’ Denise should be here after dark, that probably wouldn’t be a good idea. 
 
Thus, race takes on a complex character in this situation. As perceived by Layla, Denise was 
seen as though she could not relate to the everyday experiences of students because of her race, 
and the students therefore did not trust her or the (her) CCR program. During my conversations 
and interview with Denise, she never mentioned race, either hers or the students. She and other 
administrators at Shawnee Community College viewed the policy as a good thing, disconnected 
from the dynamics of race and racism, as if it could and should work in any context. Indeed, this 
was how the policy was designed. 
 Achievement ideology. The decontextualized nature of the CCR policy collided with the 
burden of structural racism, deficit messaging, an institutionalized fear of failure, stereotype 
threat, and a culture of punishment inside the windowless prison-like structure of CJSHS that 
together, created obstacles in the implementation of the CCR intervention policy. These 
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obstacles contradicted the prevailing logic upon which intervention programming like the CCR 
Pilot Program is enacted because such programs are designed through an achievement ideology, 
whereby individual students need only to behave themselves, work hard, make good grades, and 
then they will earn success. Achievement ideology, the logic that students can achieve 
academically by motivating themselves to do well and to work hard, promotes the idea that if 
students do these things, they will then be rewarded appropriately. The actualization of this logic 
is something with which the Black students in Cairo have little experience and there are few 
examples in their present lives to contradict their suspicions. 
 The CCR Pilot Program is in line with education policy throughout the United States in 
that it is grounded in a belief in meritocracy, a system whereby individual students are 
appropriately rewarded for their talent and effort. Combined with an emphasis on individualism, 
which involves self-reliance and personal independence, failure within this paradigm is straight 
forward: failure is the fault of the student and the choices that she or he makes. Failure within 
this framework is really student failure and such is the result of inadequate and perhaps 
misdirected effort and talent on behalf of the student. Thus, when educational programs fail or do 
poorly, it makes logical sense to place blame upon individual students. Likewise, when student 
interest is low, an attempt to motivate students to participate makes sense.  
 Often referred to as the “myth of meritocracy” (Rose, 2009; McNamee & Miller, 2009), 
educational researchers and scholars have challenged the reality of a meritocratic system for 
some time. Achievement ideology relies on a belief in meritocracy in order to circulate and there 
is a crucial flaw in the flow of this logic. One of the fundamental assumptions that achievement 
ideology relies upon is equality of opportunity, which does not exist in Cairo and in many other 
places that share similar circumstances. Because of its focus, achievement ideology obscures 
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structural limitations to student success and reinforces the idea that failure is the result of 
inadequate effort on behalf of the student. This logic assumes that all students begin education on 
a level playing field, that they are given equal resources, and that they are then able to choose 
from a range of similar choices. This is simply not a reality for the students in Cairo, and it never 
has been.  
 Throughout my discussions with students, they challenged achievement ideology in 
different ways by de-emphasizing the role of the individual as it relates to academic success. We 
never engaged in a direct conversation regarding “achievement ideology,” but during our 
conversations about motivation and the stereotypes that circulate about students in Cairo, their 
angles of analysis emphasized institutionalized obstacles over individual effort. For example, 
after spending some time at CJSHS and listening to students and staff, I learned that the students 
were well aware of the pervasive discourse that they ostensibly lack motivation. I also overheard 
conversations among students talking about what “outsiders” think of them during lunch, and I 
decided to ask the students with whom I worked about this discourse. Inquiring about the lack of 
motivation discourse became a standard question in my interview protocol for everyone that I 
interviewed, and I would ask interviewees how they would respond to people who say that 
students are unmotivated. I specifically asked the students, “What would you say to people who 
think that the students at CJSHS are unmotivated?” I doubted that the students had ever been 
asked about the very discourse that shapes their own educational opportunities, and I wanted to 
provide them with the chance to respond. Here are some of the things that they said: 
Would you be motivated to go to this school? (John, Senior, wants to go to college after 
graduation) 
 
I mean, when they say kids aren’t motivated, . . . aww they’re motivated. They just don’t 
listen. “Cause to be honest, if things were different, if everybody could have they own 
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classroom, an’ with one teacher, one on one, next year, mosta’ these kids would probably 
do good, that’s true. (Alton, Sophomore, wants to go into the army after graduation) 
 
Students are not motivated, I mean, it’s a lot, it’s a lot goin’ on at home ya know? It’s 
kinda hard. (Justin, Senior, going into the army after graduation) 
 
What is there to motivate us? I mean we got nothin’ to look forward to after school, but 
go home. (Keisha, Senior, wants to go to college after graduation) 
 
I would say that, you now, they are unmotivated . . . But they don’t have, but Cairo 
doesn’t offer anything to motivate “em. Ya know, our school doesn’t offer much to 
motivate em. (Dimonte, Senior, wants to go to college after graduation) 
 
The students contextualized the popular critique made against them by focusing on the 
difficulties and constraints inherent within their environment, a sophisticated understanding of 
social inequity that was shared among many people with whom I spoke in Cairo. The students’ 
focus on the effects of their environment and how they contradict achievement ideology, the 
basis of the CCR programming at CJSHS. This critique was powerfully apparent in Melissa’s 
comments, a senior who plans to go into the army after graduation and who enrolled in the CCR 
math course. I asked her what she would say to people who accuse students in Cairo of being 
unmotivated and she said: 
I mean . . . they act like they ain’t ever been hurt, so they can’t judge us, like, you don’t 
know what we been through, like, we had hard times . . . we ain’t got nothin’ to do, 
nothing . . . Like, some kids don’t even got their momma and stuff an’ their daddy, so 
they can’t judge us by our actions . . . they don’t know our whole life story, they just 
judgin’ . . . Cairo kids better than some city kids, and we ain’t got nothin’ [pause]  
 
nothin’ [pause] 
 
nothin’ [pause] 
 
An’ I’m like, what we do? 
 
Melissa and her peers’ focus on environmental factors influencing their academic motivation are 
powerful, and their interpretations of motivation are more refined than the dominant narrative 
mobilized to describe their disengagement. When I asked staff at CJSHS a version of the same 
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question, “What would you say to people who assert that students in Cairo are not motivated?” 
many operated from a similar paradigm as the students, drawing attention to the myriad of 
obstacles that students face daily as well as how such obstacles are racialized. With the exception 
of a few white teachers at CJSHS, these responses correlated with race: Black students and staff 
privileged the environmental constraints and racialized history in responding to my question and 
White staff and administrators focused on the salience of individual student agency. 
 In his ethnographic work with lower-income students and students of color, Jay MacLeod 
(1987) emphasizes how achievement ideology serves as a barrier for underserved students and 
argues that it must be replaced in order for students to be adequately served. He proposes two 
major flaws with achievement ideology; first, he posits that such a way of understanding the 
world denies students’ social condition and the reality of their everyday lives, and I witnessed 
this during my time in Cairo. By discounting the very real obstacles that students face in gaining 
literacy, MacLeod argues that achievement ideology “promulgates a lie, one that some students 
come to recognize as such” (p. 262). The students know best on how to navigate their worlds and 
in Cairo it is no different. The students recognize, as John pointed out, when they are being sold 
a dream. 
 Second, because students understand that their reality is not considered within the logic 
of achievement ideology, in fact their lived experiences are often contradicted, students will not 
be motivated by the discourse of “pull yourself up by your bootstraps” because it disrespects 
them as human beings. It disregards their identity. While the equality of opportunity strand of 
thinking may work in middle- and upper-class high schools where students are more likely to see 
examples of success, MacLeod argues that its usefulness in lower-income situations is weakened 
because academic success comes at the expense student self-esteem, of student identity. 
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Achievement ideology disrespects students’ realities by dismissing them and in essence, 
dismissing the student in the process. The student loses her identity because her success is 
decontextualized from her context. The barriers present in her life, which influence her ability to 
perform well and have faith in school, are minimized or ignored and so too is her worth as a 
human being. 
Conclusion: “We’re not in Kansas anymore . . . ” Inconsistencies in time, location, 
duration, and the general pattern of the Math 041 at CJSHS contributed to students not being 
served by the CCR legislation in the spring of 2010. The slow rate at which material was 
covered, unimaginative instructor pedagogy, and unarticulated student expectations did not help, 
nor did the fact that students were treated inconsistently, sometimes as college students and 
sometimes as high school students. In addition to these logistical failures, the viability of the 
course was also affected by deeply embedded structural challenges, such as fear of failure, 
stereotype threat, the school architecture, institutional racism, and achievement ideology. The 
CCR policy, as implemented at CJSHS, was also unable to overcome the racialized history of 
policy failure in Cairo and at the school. CCR programming was implemented into this 
environment where it would take a much more energetic and committed effort to overcome the 
burdens present at the school.  
What would success look like in Cairo? If college and career readiness policymakers 
were to design a vision of successful intervention policy in Cairo, what would be the contours of 
that vision? Providing this vision for students, staff, and administrators is crucial, especially in a 
context where it is difficult to imagine what college readiness looks and feels like. What are the 
criteria required on behalf of students to be considered college ready? When John commented 
that Shawnee Community College was trying to sell him a dream with the CCR programming, he 
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was tapping into the unrealistic nature of college readiness for him and his peers. John was able 
to see through achievement ideology and its emphasis on individual hard work given the 
challenges present in his environment, hence his use of the word “sell.” Typically when someone 
tries to sell you something, she or he is trying to trick you, trying to convince you of something 
that you know is not in your best interest. It’s not usually something that you want. The students 
attending CJSHS are used to being pandered to, and they can sense when people, in their 
attempts to help, are unfamiliar with their environment and the constraints that they face. Frank 
had a word for these kinds of people, many of whom worked for the school, who in his opinion, 
were disconnected from reality. During our conversations he would tell me things like, “Yeah, 
she’s from Kansas” or “He’s on a different channel,” while making reference to faculty and 
administrators at the school. Frank was referring to the fact that most faculty and administrators 
were out of touch with the everyday lives of students. This was his way of communicating to me 
how in-touch (or not) with the reality in Cairo people who worked with the students actually 
were. 
For example, one afternoon Frank shared with me a CJSHS internal document given to 
all of the teachers and the teaching aides (see Figure 9). The document was from the PBIS team, 
which is an acronym for Positive Behavior Intervention System and Frank told me that it was a 
collection of CJSHS teachers and one administrator who were focused on decreasing disciplinary 
problems at the school. When the principal gave me a tour of the school on the very first day we 
met and highlighted the decreased number of student write-ups, he did not mention this team to 
me. I asked Frank why he was giving me this document and he wanted to let me know who was 
on the PBIS team. 
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As my handwritten notes on the document indicate, Frank told me that with the exception 
of one person, the PBIS team was “from Kansas,” meaning that they were out of touch with the 
reality of students’ lives. He also told me that none of the teachers on the team lived in town or 
had been to where the students live, to “the hood.” Frank then told me something that stuck with 
me for a long time; he said that because the teachers were from Kansas and had no idea of how 
students lived, their jobs at CJSHS were essentially like working the day shift for the corrections 
department. 
 
Figure 9: “Popcorn and a Movie” at CJSHS sponsored by the Positive Behavior Intervention 
System Team. 
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A vivid example of the “out of touch with reality” perspective that Frank speaks of is 
when a student did not return to CJSHS after the holiday break in 2010. One afternoon I was 
talking with the English instructor, Miss Lane, and the student was in her class before the break. 
She told me that the student did not return to school because he shot himself in the foot over the 
holiday break, with a sawed-off shot gun. I am not sure what I said in response to this 
information, but she remarked that she was unfortunately not surprised. 
That afternoon as I was having lunch with Frank, I asked him about this student and the 
incident. He told me that said, “There’s only one reason to have a sawed-off shotgun, and that is 
to shoot someone at point-blank range.” He didn’t elaborate on the utility of a sawed-off shotgun 
after that statement; all he said was, “Why do you think a sawed-off shotgun was in that house?” 
This connected back to a theme that Frank would consistently emphasize with me, which was 
that unless teachers and administrators actually went to students’ houses, in the projects, they 
have no clue how the students actually live. They cannot even imagine. His response, then, is 
that they live in a fantasy world where students and their circumstances aren’t real. He would 
remark, “We’re not in Kansas anymore,” in response to some of the things that faculty and 
administrators would say or do in order to emphasize their disconnection to the reality of 
students’ lives.  
Similarly, the implementation of the CCR Pilot Program at CJSHS was not grounded in 
students’ realities. If postsecondary education is indeed a mythical place for students, essentially 
an Emerald City, a policy that attempts to provide a bridge for students into higher education is 
not a bridge; it does not account for their experiences, their current realities, nor their past. It may 
as well be the yellow brick road because it isn’t real; it fails to meet students where they are. The 
challenge for policymakers who design the CCR Pilot Program (and similar programs) is to take 
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account of this realness and the temporality of students’ lives to help them visualize an 
educational future in which they play an essential role. This is particularly salient in a place like 
Cairo, Illinois, where college unpreparedness is intensified by entrenched poverty and a history 
of neglect and resentment. The weight of students’ experiences demands a more energetic, 
purposeful, engaged, and reality-based intervention on the part of any new program, good 
intentions notwithstanding.  
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Interlude: 
Hearing Before the United States Commission on Civil Rights: 
Hearing Held in Cairo, Illinois, March 23-25, 1972 
The following excerpt is taken from transcripts from the United States Commission on Civil 
Rights hearing held in Cairo in March of 1972. Highlighted in this exchange is a discussion 
between Commission Mitchell and then superintendent of Alexander County, Dr. Grace Duff. 
They discuss the establishment of the junior college system in Illinois and the historical 
significance of college underpreparedness.  
Witnesses: Mr. Van Ewing, Member, Cairo School Board; Mr. Ralph Anderson, Teacher, 
Cairo Junior High School, Illinois; Dr. Grace Duff, Superintendent, Alexander County 
Educational Service Region, Tamms, Illinois. 
Commissioner Mitchell: I would like to address this one to Dr. Duff. 
Dr. Duff, the Commission in coming to Cairo is pursuing among other things its conviction that 
one of the important opportunities that will in the end produce a society of people who can live 
with each other under more equal circumstances is the opportunity for equal education or an 
equal opportunity to have a quality education. 
And so it views any circumstance in which the schools are in jeopardy with particular interest. 
Now, I know something about this part of the State of Illinois for an unusual reason. Seven years 
ago I was vice chairman of the Illinois State Junior College Board. 
Dr Duff: Right. I remember you. 
Commissioner Mitchell: I was the original vice chairman of that board and traveled around the 
State with my colleagues— 
Dr. Duff: Yes. 
Commissioner Mitchell: (continuing). Receiving applications for the establishment of junior 
colleges, community colleges. 
And the reason the State was then interested, as you will recall, and continues to be, is that it 
suspected that not everybody was going to be college-bound— 
Dr. Duff: Right. 
Commissioner Mitchell: (continuing). And that education beyond the secondary schools was 
going to be very important. 
Dr. Duff: You recall that our junior college was set up— 
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Commissioner Mitchell: That’s correct. 
Dr. Duff: (continuing). Primarily 50 percent or more to be occupational, semi-technical, and that 
we are striving to eventually get to. 
Commissioner Mitchell: That was one of the reasons it got done of the early approvals, as a 
matter of fact. 
Dr. Duff: Right. 
Commissioner Mitchell: And it was a marginal situation. 
Dr. Duff: Right. 
Commissioner Mitchell: Now, one could tell down here in the southern part of Illinois, as one 
can tell in some other parts of the country, that all of the things you have just been talking about 
are inevitable. Some communities lie in the path of a departing civilization, population— 
Dr. Duff: Right. 
Commissioner Mitchell: (continuing). So they are just going to get small. 
Dr. Duff: Right. 
Commissioner Mitchell: Some communities are in circumstances in which there are going to be 
fewer college-bound students and the curriculum isn’t going to serve the essential needs of the 
original community. 
And some communities are not going to be able to deal with this change—integration, departing 
population, depression in the area.  
We heard some young people here tonight announce their conviction that they are going to get 
up and go. I live in a State where people are coming, so we have the reverse problem of how do 
you stop people from coming so rapidly? 
Now, what kind of planning is going on? What should the Commission be trying to recommend 
to the HEW, to the State commissioner of education here in Illinois, to deal with these kinds of 
problems? 
What you have here seems to me to be as an old businessman a good example of frightened 
management incapable of adjusting quickly enough to deal with changing problems which 
appears to have plunged your school system into some real economic problems, relatively over-
staffed and incapable of adjusting itself to intelligent staffing that meets the real fiscal 
capabilities of the community on the one hand, the needs of tis community, which is a very 
specialized one, on the other, and taking advantage of existing outside programs in the third 
place. 
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Now, is there a program in Illinois—should there be a program at the Federal level?—to deal 
with contracting situations like this? Is it just money? Or is it teaching people how to live in a 
new kind of management era of school operation? 
That’s a tough question, but I’d like to hear your thoughts about it. 
Dr. Duff: I don’t think it’s entirely money. In our area—you understand that I have maybe served 
too long in my capacity. This is my 17
th
 year as superintendent. So I find a great reluctance to 
change, particularly educationally. 
When you and I know that society has made tremendous strides, our schools just do not come up 
with—to any grips with changing their programs, like Mr. Ewing points out. 
We would hope through the Title VI program that this needs assessment of students would 
realistically be made rather than, your know: “I guess that you need this as staff.” And involve 
our students. Because we have a small group going on to higher education. And in that I include 
the technical programs as well. 
Normally some 30 percent of our students. And we have traditionally, you know, been a college 
prep program in the public high schools. And how we in our community make this switch in a 
realistic manner has been too difficult for us to manage and we do not have—in a local context 
we do not have a consensus of agreement between the board and the board members and the 
administrative staff and the community to put their shoulder to the wheel and actually implement 
these changes that you and I know must be made in any educational institution if tis going to 
continue to live and it it is going to continue to have a small credibility gap and get public funds 
to operate and do a quality job. 
And you and I well know how important education and training is. But we have left out the 
whole field of character education. We have said: “You go down there”, you know. “If you’re in 
the college trap, you’re fine. You’re smart. But if you would happen to go over here, you’re 
going down.” We have this dichotomy that I as an educator would like to erase and put all jobs 
on an equal basis whether you are a college graduate or if you are going to run a bulldozer or be 
a welder or a plumber.” 
We must come into a more realistic, relevant curriculum in towns like Cairo and Alexander 
County; not only Cairo but my Egyptian district faces this same problem. how do we manage 
this? How do we get it done? 
I would like to think that we’d be well along the way by now, but we are not. 
And so we then lost what resources we have because we are still back here paying for low 
priority things that we ought to reverse and put into real meaningful, relevant things that come to 
life for boys and girls. And that’s what this group of three youngsters here were saying tonight. 
Commissioner Mitchell: Thank you. 
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Chapter Six 
Equalizing Educational Opportunity Via College and Career 
Readiness Programming: Implications From Cairo 
In the first five chapters I provided cultural, socio-political, economic, historical, and 
geographical context to better understand the implementation of the Illinois CCR Pilot Program 
on behalf of Shawnee Community College to students attending CJSHS. In the fifth chapter I 
explained how and why the math course failed to serve students by turning to student and staff 
narratives as well as my own observation notes. I concluded the chapter by arguing that the 
programming effort on behalf of Shawnee Community College in the spring of 2010, which 
resulted in offering a single math course, was not sufficient in providing students with what they 
needed in order to become ready for college and career. In essence, it was unsuccessful because 
it was not grounded in the lived realities of students attending CJSHS and the kinds of obstacles 
that they face; the policy was not designed from their perspectives nor with their needs at the 
center, thus making it difficult for them to participate. In this concluding chapter, I argue that the 
needs of students of color living in poverty should be addressed by policies for college and 
career readiness and that such policies should center on issues of educational equity, on 
providing underserved students with differential services to meet them where they are. Drawing 
from my own research, I provide conceptual and technical recommendations for future college 
and career readiness programming in Cairo and places that share similar circumstances. Because 
theoretical and evaluative frameworks drive the design and implementation of programming, I 
critique David Conley’s (2008; 2010) popular framework for college and career readiness that is 
currently being used in the ongoing evaluation and development of CCR programming in 
Illinois. I argue that programming for college and career readiness should aim to equalize 
educational opportunities for chronically underserved students and therefore, needs a 
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paradigmatic shift in its approach. I continue to use Critical Race Theory (CRT) in this chapter to 
raise questions about the deficit model used to design and implement such programming as well 
as the instrumentality and social science that Conley’s framework promotes. 
Because the CCR legislation is in the pilot phase, this moment presents a unique 
opportunity to begin a robust and culturally sensitive conversation about programming for 
college and career readiness and educational equity, two conversations that seem to be largely 
occurring in isolation from one another. As CRT shows us, part of working toward educational 
equity demands that we identify places of responsibility so that throughout the policy pipeline we 
can call on people to act in different ways, to think about things from multiple perspectives, and 
to acknowledge how the dynamics of race and class continue to influence educational 
opportunity. It has been my argument throughout this dissertation that education policies do not 
equally assist students from different racial and socio-economic backgrounds because policies 
like the CCR Pilot Program are inherently biased: they are designed from a particular cultural 
and socio-political perspective and grounded within an historical trajectory of discrimination and 
inequality of educational opportunity. They are crafted for specific types of students, mostly 
those in the majority (i.e., White, middle class, English-speaking) and they privilege the values 
broadly held by this community, which are also rewarded within public schools: a belief in 
individualism, merit and personal responsibility, faith in achievement ideology, and a primacy 
placed upon single-discipline work, rather than multidisciplinary work, for example. Not all 
cultural and racial groups work from and respect this dominant paradigm, thus making it difficult 
for students from underserved backgrounds to subscribe to the norms necessary to benefit from 
and be successful within these programs. What my previous chapters have pointed out is how 
and why this patterning of privilege occurs and how students of color living in poverty continue 
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to be disserved by well-intended policies and people because intention is a racialized construct, 
rooted within White Supremacy.  
 
Programming for College and Career Readiness and Educational Equity 
My interests in equity, specifically as they relate to college and career readiness 
programming, are twofold: first, I am interested in the extent to which programming for college 
and career readiness contributes to and works against maintaining the racial and socioeconomic 
status quo. Second, I am interested in the potential that such programs have in reducing 
educational inequity for chronically underserved students. Certainly it is difficult to argue against 
the intentions of college and career readiness policy, particularly given what we know about the 
many benefits of postsecondary education. My critical analysis in this project, however, which 
highlights the fact that students are indeed worse off when they enter postsecondary education 
with F’s on their transcripts, pushes me to ask for whom such programs are designed. Relatedly, 
I find it important to ask what assumptions about students, about context, or about what is 
considered necessary in order to be college ready underlie these efforts. How and in what ways 
do these assumptions contribute to maintaining racial and socioeconomic inequality? Can we call 
on college readiness policy to do something different? 
The idea that social policies like education policies are tools to maintain social inequity is 
not a new concern. In his article, Racial Realism, CRT scholar Derrick Bell (1992) raises similar 
questions and cautions us against believing the oft-celebrated idea that social policy is 
principally or even peripherally designed in the interests of the disenfranchised. Discussing the 
inability of legal jurisprudence to permeate entrenched racism, he argues that law–and public 
policy–cannot eradicate racism. He advocates for a more ‘realist’ view of racism, one that 
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accounts for the complexity of White supremacy and for the fact that throughout history, social 
policy in the United States, and in particular Civil Rights-era policy, has been ineffective in 
eradicating racial subordination. In arguing for a racial realist perspective in relation to law and 
social policy, one that accounts for the stubborn nature of discrimination, he argues: 
While implementing racial realism we must simultaneously acknowledge that our actions 
 are not likely to lead to transcendent change and, despite our best efforts, may be of more 
 help to the system we despise than to the victims of that system that we are trying help (p. 
 378)   
 
From this perspective, the ability of education policy to make large-scale changes in the lives of 
people of color is dim. Moreover, Bell’s emphasis on the systemic resistance to racial equity 
should push us to acknowledge that education policies can indeed be harmful for chronically 
disenfranchised students.  While Bell argues that racial equality will not ever be achieved, we 
can use his focus on systemic resistance to think deeply about issues of racial equity and their 
relationship to education policy, particularly college readiness policy. 
Social inequality, manifest in unequal schooling experiences, for example, is a systemic 
phenomenon. Unequal schooling experiences are not a consequence of individual effort on 
behalf of students. Policy responses to it, therefore, should not focus on repairing ostensible 
defects of individual people but rather on eradicating systemic oppression. Moreover, the notion 
and goal of racial and socioeconomic equity takes on a different meaning in a society that sees 
itself as democratic. The purposes of education in a democratic society, or a putatively 
democratic society, are and should be unique in that the system of education serves as the 
backbone for democratic life; school is arguably the only social institution where we learn the 
habits and dispositions necessary for living in such a society. Characteristics such as 
understanding, empathy, problem-solving, a respect for difference, a concern for the rights of 
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underrepresented groups, and a desire to work across difference are some of the habits required 
to live within a society that relies on the full participation of its citizens. Such a society cannot 
thrive if those with talent and ambition are locked out of an opportunity to participate equally in 
their society. An emphasis on educational equity pushes us toward the goal of providing ALL 
students with opportunities to acquire a high-quality education that is consistent with their 
interests and effort. Thus, education policies must, despite the threats of resistance brought about 
by entrenched racism, account for this reality and take affirmative action to 1) do no harm to 
students of color living in poverty within this system and 2) provide the structures and support 
necessary for such students to succeed. 
Much of the discourse around college and career readiness programing, however, fails to 
explicitly consider these issues, such as entrenched racism, equity resistance and educational 
equity as an explicit goal of college readiness policy (Conley, 2007, 2010). Rather, the discourse 
centers on a deficit model where the focus is on fixing individual students. In all of the talk about 
“intervention,” there is no mention of intervening into the inequitable educational realities for 
underserved students. Instead, students are seen as the problem regardless of their circumstances 
and policies are therefore designed within this paradigm.  
Issues of equity are largely absent from Conley’s thoroughly researched discussion on the 
topic of college and career readiness and his framework seems to exist independently from 
context and from issues of educational equity, thereby falling short of serving as a meaningful 
universal framework for all students. For example, the word equity doesn’t even make the 
glossary in the back of his book. Programming for college and career readiness are opportunities 
not only to intervene and provide students with supplemental academic and enrichment services, 
but also to intervene and disrupt a host of negative educational experiences. These programs 
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should aim to enliven students’ interests in school and more generally, to spark curiosity about 
college and to provide students with the resources and knowledge necessary for transitioning 
successfully into postsecondary education and career. If intervention policies are really about 
college and career readiness for students, then we must consider from where students are coming 
and not simply in terms of academic skills. We must ask what questions they hold, what doubts 
they have, and if and in what ways they see themselves in a collegiate and/or professional 
environment. We must question even our basic understanding of what students “need.” 
With these ideas in mind, two broad questions guide my discussion in this final chapter. 
First, because racism is a force which resists equity, what would a college and career readiness 
policy that is committed to equity entail? And second, what criteria should we consider in the 
design, implementation, and evaluation of such a policy? Inspired by educational anthropologist, 
Mica Pollock (2008) and her focus on the equalization of educational opportunity via policy, 
these two questions serve as the umbrella for the discussion that follows. 
In her anthropological account of working with the Department of Education’s Office for 
Civil Rights from 1999 to 2001, Because of Race, Pollock chronicles the difficulty in providing 
students of color living in poverty with equality of opportunity. Specifically, she documents the 
challenge in proving discrimination against educators, administrators, and schools in their 
provision of educational services to students of color living in poverty within the contours of 
Civil Rights law. Because the issue of intent is critical in proving discrimination in the legal 
landscape, many students of color and students living in poverty continue to be 
disproportionately undereducated in the United States. The logic underlying the law is that 
because educators and policymakers do not intend to harm students of color living in poverty, 
their circumstances fall outside the parameters of accountability.  
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Pollock’s emphasis for ameliorating de-facto discrimination in education is to turn to 
educational equalization by focusing on the “everyday experiences of opportunity denial” to 
students of color living poverty inside schools (p. 5). She is referring to K-12 education in her 
recommendation, but her orientation and suggestions are useful in thinking about secondary to 
postsecondary transition because of the connectedness of student experience. She provides many 
recommendations at the end of her book, but a few are especially relevant for this chapter and 
thinking about equalizing educational opportunity via programming for college and career 
readiness. For instance, Pollock argues that we must speak of unintentional harm rather than 
intention harm when discussing educational opportunity and include the subjective experience of 
harm as evidence of ways to improve educational environments (pp. 177-179). Additionally, she 
argues that we must think of opportunity through the original intent of Civil Rights sentiment, 
which is a concern with equal access to opportunity for members of groups long underserved by 
schools (pp. 181-182). Additionally, we need to speak clearly about opportunity denial and 
provision, cite the basic American vision of equal opportunity as warrant for equalizing 
opportunities to learn for students of color, and analyze opportunity provision unapologetically. 
Lastly, we must pinpoint the many specific actions that contribute to students’ experience of 
inadequate opportunity or exclusion (pp. 182-184).  
We can think differently about what we want to privilege within the discourse of college 
readiness with Pollacks’ ideas in mind. For example, what kind of research do we want and how 
does that research show us new insights, ideas, or different conversations? We need to think 
differently about the purposes of college and career readiness policy, taking into account issues 
of structural racism, equity, and the broader societal impact that such policies can have. One 
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perspective that is important to consider because it provides another layer of understanding the 
failure at CJSHS, is to focus on implementation and the community college. 
 
The Phenomenon of Implementation and the Community College 
The implementation of the CCR Pilot Program on behalf of Shawnee Community 
College to students attending CJSHS was poorly implemented. The grant administrator and the 
project coordinator both support this perspective. As required in the legislation, Shawnee 
Community College was supposed to provide additional supplemental services to students at 
CJSHS to assist them in preparing for college and Shawnee failed to do this. Thus far, I have not 
offered much on the perspective of the community college regarding their role in programming 
for college readiness and while Shawnee Community College failed to serve the students in 
Cairo, they faced challenges, too. Because of their own set of circumstances, Shawnee 
Community College needed the funding provided by the state through the CCR Pilot Program, 
even though it was a lesser amount than what other colleges were given during the first 
installment of the grant. Shawnee Community College, as other community colleges throughout 
the state, was not in a position to decline state funding through the CCR Pilot Program. 
However, they were underfunded from the beginning of the grant. This underfunding presented a 
challenge for the institution: even if Shawnee Community College was aware of the challenges 
that they would encounter in Cairo, they still needed to accept the funding from the state and 
implement the programming. Why? Because what community college would decline state funds 
in a time like this, when cuts to higher education are the norm and increasingly institutions have 
to downscale their programming efforts? What institution would turn down grant money from 
the state designed to assist community colleges with a core facet of their mission? Because of the 
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larger social position in which community colleges are placed a relatively small school like 
Shawnee Community College was not in a position to decline state funding because it was a 
lesser amount than what the other institutions were given.  
Community colleges are arguably the most important sector in the higher education 
community (Bragg, 2001). Currently, they stand at the crux of the Obama administration’s 
education and economic recovery policies
27
 and as such, they are increasingly relied upon to 
provide a variety of services to students. Consistent with their history, two-year colleges are 
being called upon to serve diverse populations and play multiple roles, including providing adult 
education, vocational education, career and technological education, remediation, and transfer 
education (Cohen & Brawer, 2008). They are the institutions that not only serve high school 
students upon graduation, but also adult learners in the community, adults seeking additional 
training for new jobs, students returning to school after long periods of absence, and students 
seeking G.E.D.’s, among others. Assisting high schools and high school students in increasing 
students’ college and career readiness is one small fraction of the work of community colleges. 
Because of their commitment to access, community colleges pride themselves on open admission 
policies which allow for all kinds of diverse learners to enroll (Cohen & Brawer, 2008). This 
mission is a necessity in realizing the visions of a pluralistic democratic society, but of course, it 
is not without its set of unique challenges.  
Within the higher education landscape, community colleges are charged with the task of 
providing remedial and developmental education, or what can be referred to as “pre-college” 
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 See, for example, The White House, Office of the Press Secretary (2012). Fact Sheet: A Blueprint to Train Two 
Millions Workers for High-Demand Industries through a Community College to Career Fund [Press Release]. 
Retrieved online: http://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2012/02/13/fact-sheet-blueprint-train-two-million-
workers-high-demand-industries-th; The White House (2010). White House Summit on Community Colleges 
[Report]. Retrieved online: http://www.whitehouse.gov/communitycollege and; United States Department of Labor, 
Trade Adjustment Assistance Community College and Career Training Grant Program (2011), Amendment to the 
American Recovery and Reinvestment Act, 2009. Retrieved online: http://www.doleta.gov/taaccct/ 
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education (Bragg, 2011, drawing from Blair, 2006). Because of their role in the transition from 
secondary to postsecondary education and the large numbers of students who test into remedial 
coursework during their first year of college attendance (Attewell, Lavin, Domina, & Levey, 
2006) they play a crucial role in equalizing educational opportunity for underserved students.  
 
Differential Readiness for College and Career  
The rate of overall education attainment in the United States has slowed considerably in 
the last decade for students of color and students living in poverty (Bowen, Chingos & 
McPherson, 2009; Orfield, 2009). Without adequate and thoughtful interventions, academic 
disparities along these demographic lines will continue to increase (Bowen, Chingos, & 
McPherson, 2009; Holzman, 2010; Orfield, 2009). Furthermore, underlying remedial education 
are important concerns about postsecondary access for traditionally marginalized students, 
students of color and impoverished students, who are severely overrepresented in remedial 
programs (Attewell, Lavin, Domina, & Levey, 2006; Shaw, 1997). Over a decade ago, education 
scholar Kathleen Shaw brought attention to the nationwide trend of shifting the responsibility of 
remedial education from four-year institutions to community colleges. In commenting on the 
systemic consequences of such policies, she argued that these practices have serious implications 
for access to educational opportunities for large segments of the population “[and] this is 
particularly true for poor and minority students who are disproportionately represented in both 
the community college sector and in remedial education courses” (p. 284). A report authored by 
the Community College Research Center (CCRC) at Teachers College, Columbia University, 
supports Shaw’s argument. In their report, What We Know about Community College Low-
Income and Minority Student Outcomes, the CCRC found that over three-fourths of Black (76%) 
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and Hispanic (78%) students at community colleges across the nation took at least one remedial 
course, compared to 55% of white community college students over a course of the 10-year 
period from 1992-2002 (2005, pp. 11, 25).
28
 Given this research, students of color and 
impoverished students are greatly affected by college readiness and remedial education policies. 
Students living in rural areas are also affected by such policies, yet the unique challenges 
of rural students are often overlooked by wide-scale policies, such as the CCR Pilot Program. 
Much of the discussion about the plight of students of color in public schools across the United 
States focuses on students living in urban areas (Conchas & Vigil, 2012; Duncan, 2002; Kozol, 
1991; 2005; Tough, 2009), despite the fact that according to the National Research Center on 
Rural Education Support (NRCRES), rural students constitute nearly 40% of all students in the 
nation (2010). As NRCRES argues in their project, The Rural High School Aspirations Study, 
research to “facilitate the post-secondary transition of rural youth is not readily available” (para. 
2), thus making it difficult to design and implement college and career readiness programming 
for students living in these areas. As NRCRES argues, before effective high school reform 
programs can be developed for rural districts, “there is a need to clarify tensions between various 
perspectives” of stakeholders (para. 2). NRCRES maintains that student, educator, and parent 
perspectives are needed not only to identify desired outcomes, but to learn what kinds of 
approaches will work best in certain communities.  
A 2009 report offered by the Rural School and Community Trust (RSCT), a nonprofit 
organization dedicated to illuminating and addressing challenges faced by schools in rural 
communities, concluded that the state of Illinois needs to pay critical attention to its educational 
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 The data used in their report, What We Know about Community College Low-Income and Minority Student 
Outcomes, comes from the National Center for Education Statistics’ (NCES) Integrated Postsecondary Education 
Data System (IPEDS) annual surveys of all postsecondary educational institutions and the NCES Beginning 
Postsecondary Students Longitudinal Study 1996-2001 (BPS:96/01). 
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policies and to the disparate effects such policies have on rural communities. In analyzing policy 
decisions at the state-level and the effects such policies have on the educational climate in rural 
areas, the report ranked Illinois in the highest possible quadrant of concern, indicating that 
immediate attention and action is required. In asking whether or not current policies are optimal 
for rural education (i.e., do current policies help or hinder rural schools and students?), the RSCT 
found that policy decisions at the state-level in Illinois adversely affect secondary students and 
communities in rural areas. Their findings include:  
 Illinois enrolls 241,000 rural students, ranking 14th in the nation. The national average for 
rural student enrollment per state is 131,129; 
 Illinois spends just $4,635 per rural student, significantly below the national average of 
$5,545 and severely below the top-spending states, such as New York, at over $9,000 per 
rural student; 
 Illinois ranks 7th in the nation in the percentage of rural students who qualify for special 
education services at 16.9% compared to the national average of 14% and; 
 Although Illinois is a populous state, rural students constitute less than 12% of the total 
public school students in the state, thus representing and demographic and political 
minority (Trust, p. 45). 
The challenges that students living in rural poverty face make successful implementation 
of college and career readiness policy difficult. Moreover, the research on the correlation 
between race/ethnicity and college readiness highlights additional structural challenges that 
successful policy implementation will face. For example, in their 6-year longitudinal study 
looking at the Illinois class of 2002 from public high school to college, the Illinois Education 
Research council (IERC) found that college readiness was not equally distributed by 
race/ethnicity and family income (Presley & Gong, 2005). IERC found a direct connection 
between students’ college readiness and their race/ethnicity and poverty status, thus complicating 
intervention efforts like the Illinois CCR Pilot Program. In their findings, IERC reported that the 
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higher a students’ families’ income, the more likely that student was to be college-ready after 
graduating from high school. Among all students in the cohort, Black and Native American 
students were more likely to be the least ready for college when compared to White and Asian 
students (pp. 14-15). However, as IERC points out, while readiness rates increased as income 
increased, Black and Latino students continue to fall behind their White and Asian counter-parts 
in terms of college readiness. Consistent with other reports (referencing Brends & Koretz, 1996; 
Jencks, 1972), the IERC found that race and ethnicity continues to be related to academic 
performance, even after accounting for family income (p. 16).  
Given this research it is necessary to think deeply about a few things, including the 
context necessary for college readiness to occur and how particular groups of underserved 
students are at a disadvantage from the beginning. Students of color living in poverty 
disproportionately face impediments to literacy that affect their ability to participate and succeed 
in pre-college intervention efforts, in part because their situation is ignored by the policies 
designed to assist them. This is evident in IERC’s list of recommendations given their research 
findings on the correlation among race/ethnicity, socioeconomic status, and college readiness. 
IERC lists in their report a set of recommendations for Illinois policymakers and 
education leaders to help improve high schools in response to their findings. The focus of their 
report was not on intervention efforts initiated by community colleges, but we can use their 
research to better understand the status of college readiness among students of color living in 
poverty. Their research highlights the fact that students’ differential readiness for college is 
related to their race/ethnicity and poverty status, yet none of IERC’s suggestions mention this 
correlation. Thus, the solutions to the problem of underpreparedness appear to be colorblind and 
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void of entrenched racial and socioeconomic factors. For example, the IERC lists six 
recommendations for policymakers in Illinois: 
 Better information to students about life beyond high school  
 More academic rigor  
 Better teaching  
 Increased opportunities to revamp high school 
 Stronger articulation between high-school and college curricula 
 Safer school environments (pp. 33-34) 
The proposed suggestions by IERC are sound; in theory students would benefit from their 
suggested improvements. But, these suggestions are provided in the abstract with no specific 
connection to their raced and classed findings. How is it that in the research findings by IERC 
highlights raced and classed correlations, but none of their suggested solutions draws from these 
findings? Their research attends to the differential readiness on behalf of students of color and 
students living in poverty and so too should their recommendations. As CRT scholars argue, 
recommendations such as these, which make sense in the abstract, disconnected from the 
everyday life of students of color living in poverty, fail to consider the reality of entrenched 
structural inequity as well as its mechanisms of resistance.   
 Providing race- and class-conscious policy responses to institutional inequity is a 
challenge and it is important to note that IERC is not alone in its colorblind and de-classed 
advocacy position. In the midst of a popular backlash against state-wide affirmative action 
measures (see, for example, Michigan’s Proposal 2 passed in 2006, Nebraska’s Civil Rights 
Initiative 424 passed in 2008, and Arizona’s Proposition 107 passed in 2010) as well as those in 
higher education (see, Grutter v. Bollinger 539 U.S. 306 and the soon-to-be decided Fisher v. the 
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University of Texas), we are witnessing an all-out assault on the use of race and class in 
providing services to traditionally underserved students. The K-12 landscape is facing the same 
resistance. The combined cases of Parents Involved in Community Schools v. Seattle School 
District No. 1 and Meredith v. Jefferson County Board of Education in 2007 outlawed the 
voluntary assignment of students to public schools for the purpose of achieving racial 
integration, concluding that racial balancing was not a compelling state interest. Thus, while we 
continue to advocate for equal opportunity, we outlaw the very instruments needed in order to 
make that vision a reality. We know that students of color living in poverty are 
disproportionately underprepared for postsecondary education, yet our means to address equity 
gaps rarely mention how to specifically work with underserved populations. Why? A CRT 
perspective compels us to consider how equity resistance is a function of racism and how notions 
of meritocracy and achievement ideology prevent us from identifying the problems with “boot 
strap” mentality. 
 
Equity Resistance & Tacit Intentionality 
The prevalence of structural discrimination and bias trumps even well-intended 
educational efforts that do not explicitly consider how racism and poverty operate. CRT scholar 
David Gillborn (2005, 2008) argues that this embedded resistance to educational equity allows 
for education policies to serve as vehicles for white racial hegemony, reinforcing white privilege 
and promoting a colorblind egalitarianism. His notion of tacit intentionality is grounded in the 
idea that pervasive educational inequity along the lines of race and class may not be a malicious 
intent on behalf of policyholders, but neither is it accidental. Quite simply, Gillborn argues that 
education policy is not designed to eliminate racial inequality but to sustain it at manageable 
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levels. His sentiment is best captured in a quote, printed on the back of his 2008 book on race 
and education: “[The United States] operates an educational system that, year after year, turns 
out under-prepared students of color, yet deems itself to have offered a fair opportunity to all.” 
Similar to Ladson-Billings focus on dysconsciousness, Gillborn states that policymakers 
and educators design policies that promote dominant racial and class interests and are thus guilty 
of “tacit intentionality.” He argues that tacit intentionality relies on the understanding that “The 
patterning of racial advantage and inequity is structured in domination and its continuation 
represents a form of tacit intentionality on the part of white powerholders and policy-makers” 
(p. 485). By creating and implementing educational policies that attempt in some way to be 
neutral, and are thereby indifferent to structural oppression along the lines of race and class, 
Gillborn argues that those in positions of power and authority are guilty of tacit intentionality. 
When education policies like the Illinois CCR Pilot Program are presented as neutral policies, 
designed to help all students whose test scores indicate that supplemental services are needed, 
they are implicitly serving the racial and socioeconomic status quo. Value neutrality is indeed a 
value. Akin to historian Howard Zinn’s (2002) popular premise, “You can’t be neutral on a 
moving train,” you can’t implement neutral policies into the inertia of White supremacy and 
systemic socioeconomic inequality and expect equitable outcomes. From a CRT perspective, the 
construct of “neutrality” is a racist and privileged construct, one that promotes disparity and 
encourages apathy. 
A CRT angle of analysis shows us that despite intentions, the CCR Pilot Program was not 
created to serve students like those attending CJSHS because it was indifferent to the obstacles 
that they face. My interviews with two people who were involved in the creation of the CCR 
Pilot Program at a policy level, however, challenge this assertion. These two individuals shared 
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with me that the students attending CJSHS were actually on the minds of policy makers and 
others involved in crafting the CCR legislation and that issues of educational equity were also 
present. I was told that the Illinois Senator who sponsored the legislation even took a trip down 
to the southern part of the state and drove through Cairo because he had not been there prior to 
the enactment of the pilot program. He wanted for the students in Cairo to be served by the 
legislation. But, as I have pointed out throughout this dissertation, wanting students to be served 
and the reality that students will be served, are two different issues. Assumptions about what 
students “need” presents a challenge that educational policymaking in the United States has yet 
to tackle. 
An explicit commitment to the students in Cairo or to students of color living in rural 
poverty is not present in the CCR legislation, and while this is not unusual, it does lend insight 
into the logic and limitations of education policies. I have not been privy to private 
conversations, but I have reviewed every public record related to the creation of this legislation 
and spoken with two people involved since the inception of the program. Educational equity is 
never mentioned in the legislation and it is not considered one of the goals of the effort. Official 
transcripts from the Illinois Senate Higher Education Committee, which sponsored the 
legislation, fail to support a commitment to equity as well. I reviewed all official audio 
transcripts related to the creation of the CCR Pilot Program by the Illinois Senate Higher 
Education Committee, 96
th
 General Assembly of the Illinois House of Representatives and 
discussions of equity, or how students from underserved backgrounds might experience the 
policy, were absent.  
I raise this contradiction because I think it reflects a larger obstacle present in the area of 
education policy, which is an embedded resistance to educational equity. I do not doubt the 
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commitments on behalf of the senator or of the two people with whom I spoke about the policy; I 
believe that they wanted for students in Cairo to be served by the legislation. I doubt, however, 
the ability of an education policy like the CCR Pilot Program to make a meaningful impact in the 
lives of students like those attending CJSHS when the reality of their educational experiences are 
not considered. How is a policy supposed to respond to the particular impediments faced by 
students living in Cairo, such as the need for students to have a job after school, or of students 
taking maternity leave during the semester, or of not going to class because they cannot find 
transportation home? Similar to the discourse in higher education that has evolved from a focus 
on access to a focus on outcomes over the last decade, programming for college and career 
readiness needs to do something similar by de-emphasizing intention and focusing on impact and 
student experience.  
One of the ways to make this shift it to turn to conceptual and empirical frameworks that 
promote a different way of thinking about the purposes and potential of education policy. 
Because frameworks drive the design, implementation, and evaluation of education policies, 
paradigms for college and career readiness must explicitly commit to equity. They must promote 
research and evaluation that recognizes the role of race and class on educational opportunity and 
endorse a social science that accounts for the complexity in underpreparation. The current model 
of college and career readiness does not do this and needs to be augmented. 
 
Social Science Derived From Deficit Models: David Conley’s College and Career  
Readiness Framework 
 
The logic underlying the Illinois College and Career Readiness Pilot Program was 
focused on creating appropriate interventions for students identified as in need of remediation 
through the use of diagnostic testing. Diagnostic testing is a routine part of admission to college, 
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particularly for community colleges who have open enrollment admission policies which allow 
for a diverse range of learners with varying degrees of readiness to enroll. The concept behind 
programming for college and career readiness is to better align the transition from secondary to 
postsecondary education by (a) providing students with what they need in order to be successful 
in postsecondary education prior to high school graduation via academic/cognitive programming 
and/or enrichment services, and (b) aligning secondary and postsecondary curricula by working 
with faculty at both institutions. Programming for college and career readiness has increased 
dramatically over the last decade and even more so since the Obama administration’s national 
education benchmarks focus on preparing every high school graduate for the demands of college 
and career (Obama, 2010). States are responding with their own versions of college and career 
readiness policies, state-wide core standards, and other bridge programs to streamline transition 
for students. As such, states are now seeking ways to appropriately measure the efficacy of these 
programs.  
David Conley’s (2008, 2010) framework is a dominant paradigm in the growing field of 
college and career readiness. His paradigm is currently being used in the evaluation and 
continued development of CCR programming in Illinois (Baber, Castro, & Bragg, 2010) and in 
other states across the nation. In his latest book, College and Career Ready: Helping all students 
succeed beyond high school, he outlines the rationale and methods necessary to redesign high 
schools with a focus on college and career readiness (2010). Conley articulates four dimensions 
of college readiness that students must demonstrate in order to be adequately ready for college 
and career (see Figure 10). He argues that students need necessary concepts and skills 
foundational to the subject, which he refers to as key content knowledge. His second facet of 
college readiness is contextual skills and awareness and this includes having information about 
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the campus system and norms necessary for successful academic and social navigation. His third 
dimension is academic behaviors and these include things like study skills and habits, the ability 
of students to be organized and keep a schedule, and to work within groups. His last dimension is 
key cognitive strategies and these include things like interpretation, problem solving, and the 
ability to construct an argument.  
 
Figure 10. David Conley’s Facets of College and Career Readiness, 2008.29 
 
While his framework seems to make eminent sense, there is much left unsaid in the way 
that he frames the problem of college and career readiness. What is the theory underlying his 
highly instrumental framework? While useful, Conely’s framework is inadequate in addressing 
the complex problem of college and career readiness because it is logically inadequate. He 
argues that students are not college ready because they do not possess the necessary skills, yet 
his framework does not shed light on why students are not college ready, nor does it promote an 
investigation into this phenomenon. His research focuses on transforming high schools in order 
                                                 
29
 Conley, D. (2008). Rethinking college readiness. In Barefoot, B. (Ed.) The first year and beyond: Rethinking the 
challenge of collegiate transition. New Directions for Higher Education (144). San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 
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to assist students in becoming ready for college and career, but his discussion of college 
underpreparedness does not give us any insight into how students came to those circumstances. 
It is not sufficient to point out deficiencies in students because we need to understand 
how students come to these circumstances in the first place. The appropriate solutions lie in 
understanding the complexity of the phenomenon, not reducing it to a set of easily diagnosed 
variables, as evidenced by the situation in Cairo. In addressing Conley’s four facets of college 
readiness, we still have no idea why students do not have the things that people expect them to 
have. By not acknowledging, considering, and responding to how underlying social forces help 
to create the problem of academic under-preparedness, Conley’s framework fails to commit to 
addressing pervasive education inequity, which is correlated with low college readiness among 
students. Its orientation is also questionable, given that it places the onus of responsibility on the 
individual student for remediating herself to a level appropriate for credit-baring college work, 
thereby consequently silencing other conversations about student attributes on the one hand and 
how students have been underserved on the other. Thus, we need to shift the orientation toward 
one that promotes a different kind of social science that emphasizes the reasons for 
underpreparation. This orientation needs to extend beyond instrumentality and push us to 
consider the larger desirable goals of policies for college and career readiness, and the social 
consequences of them as well.  
One way to think about this is to ask what Conley’s model says about what we should do 
regarding student underpreparation. By extension, what does his framework put forth as 
important? Certainly, on one level this instrumentality is important (e.g., we have X problems 
and Y solutions) but on another level, this way of thinking is itself deficient because the problem 
is more complex and therefore requires a more sophisticated way of thinking about it. One way 
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to help shift the orientation is to think about programming for college and career readiness as a 
way to equalize educational opportunity and in so doing, explicitly account for the challenges 
that students face in making postsecondary education a reality. 
 
The Future College and Career Readiness Policies: Shifting the Paradigm 
In this final section of the chapter I offer recommendations for the CCR policy, but I do 
so with caution. Given my research in Cairo, I believe that college and career readiness policy 
needs a fundamental shift in its orientation if it is ever going to be a meaningful experience for 
students like those attending CJSHS. There is profound possibility in this growing field of 
education policy to equalize educational opportunity, but that must be an explicitly stated goal on 
the part of any programming. As I have previously mentioned, this will be a challenge in our 
current climate of “class warfare” amid an absurd post-racial sentiment, but it can and should be 
done. 
The energy around the growing field of college and career readiness is moving toward the 
establishment of best practices in order to bring those practices to scale with the intent to then 
share them across multiple sites. While legislation for college and career readiness in Illinois was 
new in 2007, the emphasis on transition from secondary to postsecondary education for students 
was not. The focus on assisting underserved students of color living in poverty, for example, has 
attracted federal and state funding for decades. At the federal level, the cluster of programs 
known as TRIO, which includes a combination of eight intervention-oriented programs, aim to 
“identify and provide services for individuals from disadvantaged backgrounds” (Office of 
Postsecondary Education, 2012). Target students for these programs include those who come 
from lower-income families, first generation college students and students with disabilities. The 
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intentions behind programs like TRIO should be combined with programing for college and 
career readiness in order to serve chronically underserved students. College and career readiness 
programming for students of color living in poverty should be distinctly different than those 
offered to the racial and socio-economic majority of students living in the United States.  
I recognize the danger in this line of thinking and I want to be clear that I am not 
advocating for a college readiness policy for Latin@ students and another for White students and 
then another for Black students. I do not think this is an effective way to design policy, but I do 
think that policies need to be race- and class-conscious. I think that we can and must tailor 
policies for the populations that stand to benefit from them and Cairo provides us with an 
example upon which to draw. 
CJSHS is a striking example of educational inequality, with 100% of its students eligible 
for free or reduced price breakfast and lunch and a majority of its students Black. Moreover, 
100% of its students do not meet college readiness benchmarks in math and 95% of its students 
score below the benchmarks in reading (Illinois Report Card, 2010). What does college and 
career readiness mean within this context? What should a policy look like when designed for the 
students at CJSHS? There are schools with the same or similar characteristics of CJSHS all 
across the United States (NCES, 2010) and the students in these schools deserve to be served by 
college and career readiness programming consciously designed with their needs at heart. The 
challenge for policymakers, researchers and evaluators as well, is to proactively design, 
implement, and evaluate these programs with the largest stakeholders in mind. We must take 
affirmative action to make the path to college and career reality-based and in the spirit of 
intervention, actually intervene into the hopelessness and history of neglect that students 
experience everyday within the walls of their schools. Such intervention efforts must provide a 
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vision for students that connects with their lived experiences and requires them to play an 
integral role in their future.  
We need a college and career readiness model for schools like CJSHS. Similar to the 
research and evaluation on the Illinois CCR Pilot Program now (Bragg, Baber, Cullen, Reese & 
Linick, 2011), we need specific research that documents how intervention programs work (or 
not) in high-poverty, majority student of color schools. We then need to document the “best 
practices” that emerge from such environments. This goal requires rich ethnographic accounts of 
how high school communities experience intervention efforts and it also requires that we install 
opportunities for accountability throughout the life of the policy so that students are not used for 
someone else’s end. Unlike the four students at CJSHS, students recruited for intervention 
programming should never have to bear the brunt of policy failure. 
 
Location-Specific Logistical Suggestions 
Throughout my interviews and interactions with students and staff at CJSHS, as well as 
with the CCR project coordinator, I learned how the CCR program would be of better service to 
the students. I provide a few specific logistical details below that can be implemented quite 
easily. The details that I am suggesting in terms of logistics are all rooted in my broader concern, 
however, which centers on how educational ethics structure policies and their 
implementation. These suggestions are not magic bullets and in and of themselves, will not 
disrupt entrenched limited educational opportunity. They will, however, assist the alignment of 
programming efforts. 
 Use positive messaging. As expressed to me by staff at CJSHS, the deficit and remedial 
logic underlying the CCR intervention effort at CJSHS was unattractive to students. 
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Communication to students and others at the school, who are integral to programmatic success, 
should be anti-deficit. The emphasis in messaging should be on educating students about what is 
necessary to be successful in college. There is a striking difference between telling students that 
they are in need of remediation and informing them of the habits, skills, and requisite knowledge 
that successful college students possess. This shift in messaging is important for groups of 
students who are routinely targeted for performing poorly in school. Positive messaging does not 
need to obscure the importance of learning essential content skills, but as I have pointed out 
previously, obtaining requisite content knowledge should not be the central focus of college 
readiness intervention efforts in general and specifically, in places like Cairo. Part of the goal in 
using positive messaging is to emphasize student worth and to spark students’ curiosity and 
confidence in their ability to succeed after high school.  
 Be attentive to location and provide necessary transportation. When high school 
buildings are akin to prisons or when the building itself hinders students’ desire to participate in 
more education, then programming for college readiness needs to relocate. The students and staff 
at CJSHS did not like their school building and so any program that wants to intervene into 
students’ lives must be attentive to the physical space that students inhabit. This may mean that 
programming for college and career readiness is held in unconventional locations, such as 
community centers or churches. In Cairo, one of the obstacles that students’ faced, in addition to 
the oppressive nature of the school building, was that the students lived far away from the 
school. Since the buses did not run after the math class was over, the students were then forced to 
walk home if they stayed for the math course. This is not something that they should have to do. 
 Mr. Harrison suggested that the class be held closer to the students’ community, as did 
Frank, Layla, and Rachel. This way, the students would not have to walk as far when the course 
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was over. Layla suggested that if the class was held in a local church, more students would be 
inclined to participate. I am not certain if this would be the case, as I did not talk to students 
about this option, but it is an opportunity that should be explored. Another option would be to 
hold the class at the community college or one of the satellite campuses. However, transportation 
will still be an issue and should be addressed and clearly communicated to students beforehand. 
 None of the students with whom I worked owned vehicles. The students relied on 
parents, friends, and the school bus for transportation. There is no public bus system in Cairo and 
so students must plan accordingly. Programming for college and career readiness needs to 
recognize this context and provide students with transportation to and from the location of 
programming. At the state-level, it is imperative that funding restrictions allow for pilot sites to 
provide this service to students.  
 Commit to success for students. The ultimate goal of any intervention effort should be 
for the students to succeed. This requires a commitment on behalf of programming staff to 
respond to the obstacles that students face and to be flexible with the problems that inevitably 
arise in students’ lives. As a general practice, CCR intervention efforts should not be converted 
into independent studies as reactions to low student attendance. In Cairo, this was just more of 
the same for students. 
 In one of my longer conversations with Miss Lane, the English instructor, toward the end 
of the semester, she asked me how the math class was going. I told her that the course had been 
converted to an independent study and that I was going to meet with Raymond on Thursday 
afternoons during the same time because he was still interested in working during that time. She 
expressed to me her disappointment in Shawnee Community College’s decision to convert the 
class to an independent study and said to me, “That is exactly what the students expect.” She 
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shared with me that the students are used to people going back on their word and they are very 
familiar with well-intended people selling them programs only to back out and never show up 
again. From this perspective, Shawnee Community College’s decision was a validation of 
students’ experience at CJSHS, not an intervention. 
 Student success may look different in these contexts and educators, administrators, and 
policymakers need to broadly reconceptualize what is college and career readiness success. The 
fact that Raymond was showing up every week to class is a success that should not have been 
overlooked by the instructor or staff and administrators at the college. Committing to success for 
students requires work on behalf of college administrators and staff to ensure that students are 
not being left behind and that their efforts are being recognized. 
 Clearly articulate student expectations and plan for misunderstanding. Designing 
college and career readiness programming for underserved students who are unfamiliar with the 
expectations of higher education requires a concerted effort on behalf of programming staff to 
meet students where they are. It also requires that community colleges and partner high schools 
work together to decide the governing rules for students enrolled in CCR courses. As 
exemplified in Cairo, it was unclear as to whether students enrolled in the math class were high 
school students or college students, or perhaps high school students taking a college course. It is 
important that the expectations are clearly articulated to students to that they can learn what is 
expected of them and what they will be held accountable to/for. It is also important that everyone 
on the programming team understand the role of students so that the students do not receive 
mixed messages about their responsibilities. 
 Reimbursement students for their time and effort. Restrictions on the way that money 
could be spent in combination with the fact that Shawnee Community College did not want to 
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pay students for participating in the CCR program forced eligible students who were employed 
to choose between earning money and essentially, not earning money. Some of the students who 
decided not to participate in the math class did have employment. I my interview with Justin, a 
senior at CJSHS, he told me that taking the math course would have prevented him from 
working and assisting his grandmother: 
Erin: Did you hear about the math class that is goin’ on? 
 
Justin: Mmhmm. 
 
Erin: What’d ya hear? 
 
Justin: It was supposed to be like, to increase your knowledge about math, as far as like, 
getting you in a better placement in college. Which as far as your class, or you won’t be 
in a remedial class. 
 
Erin: Mmhmm. So why, what, why didn’t you do it? 
 
Justin: I just, it just didn’t seem like the direction for me at the time. 
 
Erin: Okay. 
 
Justin: And I been workin’ and so, it woulda stopped me from doing’ 
 
Erin: Where ya workin’? 
 
Justin: I’m a homemaker. 
 
Erin: Hmm, what do you do? 
 
Justin: Just clean up. I do it for my grandmother, so ya know, it’s kinda easier, but like, I 
take care of her, as far as her needs, and takin’ her shopping, and she has like, she has 
like a wound and I hafta wrap it and take care of it. 
 
Erin: Wow. 
 
Justin: So, yeah. 
 
Erin: Well, so you do that after school, from like, what time to what time? 
 
Justin: I work when I want to, but ya know I getta couple hours in every day so ya know, 
and make sure she’s all right and gets what she wants and needs 
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 In my conversations with administrators at Shawnee Community College, I learned that 
the college did not want to spend the little money it was allocated by the state to pay students 
because they believed since the program was free, that students were in essence being paid. 
Administrators at Shawnee Community College believed that the free program should be 
incentive enough for students. People at CJSHS disagreed. 
 The view of staff and administrators at CJSHS was that the CCR policy was a 
recruitment tool for Shawnee Community College. Staff and administrators could understand 
what Shawnee was to gain from the CCR program, but it was less clear what the students were 
gaining. Mr. Harrison captured this sentiment nicely when he said that the college should pay 
students; he said, “You aren’t paying students, you’re investing in them.” By shifting the angle 
away from giving students something that they ostensibly do not deserve toward thinking about 
paying students as an investment in future community members and future college students, that 
may help in better serving them. 
 Be attentive to time constraints/conflicts of students. Any program that is provided for 
students should be offered in connection with their schedules. The programming offered at 
CJSHS on Thursdays after school was inconvenient for students because in order for them to 
attend the class, they would have to return to the school from the vocational center twenty 
minutes away where many students spent their afternoons. When I asked the CCR program 
coordinator if she was familiar with the students’ schedules at CJSHS, and how many of the 
students went to vocational education in the afternoon, she said that she was not aware. This 
unawareness on behalf of administrators at Shawnee Community College is unacceptable. 
Programming designed for students should be offered at times appropriate for them. In fact, if 
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possible, students should be solicited and asked what time would be most convenient for them. 
They should be able to take ownership of the program. 
 Conduct a needs assessment with the high school. Programming for college readiness 
should involve and work collaboratively with the high school. The high school community 
should have a say in what programming is most needed for them and their students and should be 
given an opportunity and invited to participate in the effort. When the math instructor at CJSHS 
told me that he could use help in his math class, this should be considered as part of a broader 
effort to increase college and career readiness. The high school should be solicited for input on to 
how best their students can be served. This will be a challenge with time constraints and 
schedules and high school staff and administrators should be compensated for their involvement. 
 Recruit energetic, knowledgeable, and committed instructors. Recruit instructors who 
are not only familiar with content but familiar and committed to student success and college 
readiness. Carl was unaware of the larger aims of the CCR Pilot Program and did not see his 
course as part of that broader effort. Instructors should be made aware of the comprehensive 
effort and understand how their part is one of many parts toward a larger goal to increase college 
readiness. The instructor should be attentive to the experiences and challenges of high school 
students and be an advocate for them in their pursuit of higher learning.  
 
Conclusion 
 The everyday realities of students’ lives must be considered when designing 
programming in their interests. In order for college and career readiness programming to provide 
students with a viable opportunity, it must meet students where they are and must recognize the 
real obstacles that they face in pursuing literacy. Realizing this goal, of course, extends beyond 
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surface-level logistical modifications, but these changes also signal to students that programming 
staff are aware of their lives and committed to working with them in assisting them on their 
transition to college and career. 
 Equalizing educational opportunity for chronically underserved students is no small 
undertaking, but programming for college and career readiness is in a unique position to attempt 
this goal. Arguably, this has been, on some level, an effort on behalf of community colleges for 
some time because of their role in providing pre-collegiate courses, as well as their open-
enrollment admission policies. Reaching into the high schools, however, will require additional 
funding, resources, and support in places like Cairo where administrative turnover is high and 
where students are constantly targeted for supplemental programming. Because of the 
differential readiness for college and career on behalf of lower income students and students of 
color, programming must be strategically designed to be of best service in areas where students 
experience a history of neglect. An affirmative action approach to college and career readiness 
programming, that specifically attends to racial and socio-economic inequity, is exactly what is 
needed in areas like Cairo where undereducation has a long tradition and resistance to equity 
efforts are strong. Education must be tied to larger life goals that students can realize and if 
students have been denied the opportunity to make this connection throughout their educational 
experience, then college and career readiness programming needs to make this objective a 
priority. Otherwise, higher education remains disconnected from larger life goals for students 
and low student interest and enrollment in enrichment programs will remain not a reflection of 
what students have been denied, but of what students ostensibly lack. 
 Part of this work involves changing the larger conversation around college and career 
readiness. Research and evaluation on programming like the CCR Pilot Program have the 
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opportunity to do just that, to re-direct the conversation in meaningful ways for underserved 
students. As I have pointed out previously. Conley’s paradigm needs to be augmented by 
focusing on equity and how students arrive at not possessing the skills necessary for credit-
baring college coursework. We know that high schools like CJSHS are not providing students 
with equality of educational opportunity. Since we know this, we must then design programming 
within this context. The frameworks that are used to evaluate CCR policy should compel rich 
ethnographic research that documents how people experience programming so that we can gain a 
better sense of this context. Contextualized research that clearly captures the challenges that 
students face in accessing literacy will lend insight into why students may not be interested in 
investing their time and energy in a class that 1) they have already taken and 2) they do not see 
as connected to larger life aspirations.  
 In a high school like Cairo, where the highest math class offered is Algebra II, it is 
important that students are told that their underpreparedness is not their fault. The messaging 
used with students, and staff and faculty, should be that students have been underserved, that 
they have not been given an equal opportunity, and that they are thus at a disadvantage in 
attaining college and career goals. The onus of responsibility should not be placed solely upon 
their shoulders for almost twelve years of undereducation. Part of the goal in equalizing 
educational opportunity via college and career readiness programming is providing students an 
opportunity to unlearn this myth, the misbelief that their underpreparedness is of their own 
doing, so that they can then have a fresh start. Providing students with an opportunity like this, as 
opposed to emphasizing individual responsibility and motivation despite the odds, would 
actually be an intervention for students. This is the direction that future college and career 
readiness policy needs to take. 
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Interlude: 
Critical Reflexivity: Reflections on the Opportunities That I Missed 
 If I had the opportunity to do this research again, there are certain things that I would 
have done differently. In terms of engagement, I would have tried to extend my fieldwork at 
CJSHS to a year so that I could establish a pattern of familiarity with the students. It was a 
challenge in working with most of the students who stopped coming to the math course because I 
simply did not have an opportunity to interact with them. Additionally, I would have chosen 
different days of the week to be at the school, or at least attempted to go on different days each 
week. I was there on Thursdays and Fridays every week and I did not get to experience the 
school during the beginning of the week. As with most of us, faculty, staff, administrators, and 
students were ready for the weekend by Friday. I wonder what I would have learned about the 
school if I had been there earlier in the week. 
 I would have also requested permission to sit in on a variety of classes by working with 
the faculty. The faculty I worked with at CJSHS happened by chance, mostly via snowball 
sampling. If I were to do this project again, I would have proactively recruited faculty to become 
involved with the project so that I could get a better sense of their perspectives as teachers at 
CJSHS. I would have also asked if they needed any assistance in their classes so that I could both 
be of service and work with the students, if needed. 
 I would have also broadened my recruitment criteria so that students would not have to 
self-identify as eligible for the Math 041 course to be part of my study. Establishing relationships 
with a variety of students was a challenge and I do not think that there is a real easy fix to this 
dilemma. In an ideal world, or at least from the perspective of writing a dissertation, I would 
have been able to co-teach the math course or perhaps work with students during the day as a 
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way to create one-on-one relationships with students. I do think that if I were there more than 
three days a week that would have helped, but it alone would not have permeated a history of 
suspicion to research in general. 
 One of the things that I did not think of while doing my research, but have thought about 
since, is touching base with the four students who were not dropped from the math course. I have 
requested student transcripts from the three students who enrolled at Shawnee Community 
College in the fall of 2010 and would like to get in contact with Raymond. I am interested in 
seeing student transcripts in order to learn their course-taking patterns. Did any of the students 
enroll in a math course in the fall? What grades did they earn in the course if they did enroll? If 
students did not enroll in a math course in the fall, when did they enroll in their next math course 
and what level of math did they take? In what ways did the community college reach out to or 
communicate with the students after the math course?  
 In addition to examining course-taking patterns, I would like to do 2-year follow-up 
interviews with the four students who were not dropped from the Math 041 course. I would like 
to talk with the students about their experiences with math since then (if they have any) and learn 
their perspectives about the Math 041 course in hindsight. For example, do the students think 
that the course made a difference in their paths to college and career? If they do, can they recall 
what specific ideas or skills that were particularly useful and why? Do the students remember the 
math course or the instructor? Would the students recommend the course to others? I would like 
to get a general idea of how the students are doing with regard to college and career and 
understand what kind of experience they walked away with from the Math 041 course. I think 
this long-term approach to documenting the impact that CCR programs have in the lives of 
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students is crucial research that can help to inform how pre-collegiate programming can be most 
useful for chronically underserved students. 
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Afterward 
 As I look back upon the course of this research and the years of conceptual and empirical 
work that led me to this project, I find myself reflecting on what I have learned and what I want 
people to walk away with after reading this project. 
 On one hand, I have argued that policies cannot be race-blind because students live 
racialized identities, nor can they be class blind, because economic status provides the structures 
through which students view the value of education and school. Taken together, these constructs 
affect students’ attitudes of teachers and administrators, and at least in part, their own view of 
what is possible from where they are. On the other hand, I do not think that race and class are 
deterministic. Racialized inequitable opportunity is not insurmountable, but we do need 
purposeful intervention efforts aimed at equalizing educational opportunity to make a 
meaningful difference. The students in Cairo have aspirations for their future but they are not 
being helped by college and career readiness programming to see how to enact those by schools. 
Cairo has a long history of oppositional politics that can be mobilized in changing schools, but 
that history needs to be recognized. The students need to be actively involved in their own 
education and this means that policies need to recognize them for who they are and where they 
come from. Protections within the policy need to exist so that the goals of implementation are 
clear. 
 How a school community perceives the intentions and implementation of CCR 
intervention programming is essential in making sure that students are best served by the 
programs. Explicitly recognizing and calling attention to the institutional obstacles that students 
face is in their attempts to pursue postsecondary education is necessary for CCR programs to be 
meaningful in students’ lives. Moreover, we must be conscious of the ways that we evaluate and 
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conduct research on the impact of these programs so that the needs of underserved high school 
communities do not fall outside the aims of these efforts. Research can help shift the 
conversation and we need more critical examinations of how students experience these programs 
and what they walk away thinking. 
*** 
 In private moments, I sometimes wonder if any “intervention” program can really work 
to disrupt embedded social inequity. I wonder how we can expect a semester-long program to 
provide students with all that they have been denied and in these moments, the problem of 
college underpreparedness seems overwhelming. Intensified by poverty, racism, and 
achievement ideology, there are no magic bullets to offset the everyday denials of opportunity 
that students experience in schools (Pollock, 2008). When I follow this line of thinking, I think 
that CCR programming needs a radical shift in its intentions; how can such efforts work in a 
school that literally fails its students?  
 My methodology led me to be attentive to how race literally structures schools and school 
practices, from lack of windows, to high school students marching in lines, to unreasonable 
search and seizure. But it also pushed me not only to see how things are, but how things could 
be. I do think that we can do better than what we are doing now. But the difficult tension we 
must work through as educators, and as researchers and policymakers committed to social 
justice, is recognizing that policies can indeed be damaging, particularly for communities whose 
experience with “intervention” policies result in defeat on the backs of students of color. This is 
an unacceptable pattern and opportunities for accountability must be implanted into policy 
design. 
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 Student engagement at CJSHS was an issue, but student engagement is shaped by the 
spaces that students inhabit and how their movements are already constricted and regulated. 
Students resist via non-compliance and exercise their freedom in the few, but small ways that 
they are allowed. Given that the students feel like their windowless school is a prison, why 
would any student attending CJSHS want to participate in even more education?  
 Indeed, we should ask this of any reform. 
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Appendix A 
The College and Career Readiness Pilot Program 
 
 
Public Act 095-0694 
  
  
SB0858 Enrolled LRB095 05587 NHT 25677 b 
 
   
 AN ACT concerning education.  
  
  
 Be it enacted by the People of the State of Illinois,    
represented in the General Assembly:  
  
  
 Section 5. The Public Community College Act is amended by    
adding Section 2.24 as follows: 
  
  
 (110 ILCS 805/2.24 new)   
 Sec. 2.24. College and Career Readiness Pilot Program.   
 (a) The General Assembly finds that there is a direct and    
significant link between students being academically prepared    
for college and success in postsecondary education. Many    
students enter college unprepared for the academic rigors of    
college and require noncredit remedial courses to attain skills    
and knowledge needed for regular, credit coursework.    
Remediation lengthens time to degree, imposes additional costs    
on students and colleges, and uses student financial aid for    
courses that will not count toward a degree. All high school    
juniors take the Prairie State Achievement Examination, which    
contains the ACT college assessment exam. ACT test elements and    
scores can be correlated to specific course placements in    
community colleges. Customized ACT test results can be used in    
collaboration with high schools to assist high school students    
identify areas for improvement and help them close skill gaps    
during their senior year. Greater college and career readiness    
 
will reduce the need for remediation, lower educational costs,    
shorten time to degree, and increase the overall success rate    
of Illinois college students.   
 (b) Subject to appropriation, the State Board shall create    
a 3-year pilot project, to be known as the College and Career    
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Readiness Pilot Program. The goals of the program are as    
follows:   
 (1) To diagnose college readiness by developing a    
 system to align ACT scores to specific community college    
 courses in developmental and freshman curriculums.   
 (2) To reduce remediation by decreasing the need for    
 remedial coursework in mathematics, reading, and writing    
 at the college level through (i) increasing the number of    
 students enrolled in a college-prep core curriculum, (ii)    
 assisting students in improving college readiness skills,    
 and (iii) increasing successful student transitions into    
 postsecondary education.   
 (3) To align high school and college curriculums.   
 (4) To provide resources and academic support to    
 students to enrich the senior year of high school through    
 remedial or advanced coursework and other interventions.   
 (5) To develop an appropriate evaluation process to    
 measure the effectiveness of readiness intervention    
 strategies.   
 (c) The first year of the program created under this    
Section shall begin with the high school class of 2008.   
 
 (1) The State Board shall select 4 community colleges    
 to participate in the program based on all of the    
 following:   
 (A) The percentage of students in developmental    
 coursework.   
 (B) Demographics of student enrollment, including    
 socioeconomic status, race and ethnicity, and    
 enrollments of first-generation college students.   
 (C) Geographic diversity.   
 (D) The willingness of the community college to    
 submit developmental and introductory courses to ACT    
 for analysis of college placement.   
 (E) The ability of the community college to partner    
 with local high schools to develop college and career    
 readiness strategies and college readiness teams.   
 (2) The State Board shall work with ACT to analyze up    
 to 10 courses at each participating community college for    
 purposes of determining student placement and college    
 readiness.   
 (3) Each participating community college shall    
 establish an agreement with a high school or schools to do    
 all of the following:   
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 (A) Create a data-sharing agreement.   
 (B) Create a Readiness Prescription for each    
 student, showing all of the following:   
 (i) The readiness status for college-level    
 
 work.   
 (ii) Course recommendations for remediation or    
 for advanced coursework in Advanced Placement    
 classes or dual credit and dual enrollment    
 programs.   
 (iii) Additional academic support services,    
 including tutoring, mentoring, and college    
 application assistance.   
 (C) Create college and career readiness teams    
 comprised of faculty and counselors or advisers from    
 the community college and high school, the college and    
 career readiness coordinator from the community    
 college, and other members as determined by the high    
 school and community college. The teams may include    
 local business or civic leaders. The teams shall    
 develop intervention strategies as follows:   
 (i) Use the Readiness Prescription to develop    
 a contract with each student for remedial or    
 advanced coursework to be taken during the senior    
 year.   
 (ii) Monitor student progress.   
 (iii) Provide readiness support services.   
 (D) Retest students in the spring of 2008 to assess    
 progress and college readiness.   
 (4) The State Board shall work with participating    
 community colleges and high schools to develop an    
 
 appropriate evaluation process to measure effectiveness of    
 intervention strategies, including all of the following:   
 (A) Baseline data for each participating school.   
 (B) Baseline data for the Illinois system.   
 (C) Comparison of ACT scores from March 2007 to    
 March 2008.   
 (D) Student enrollment in college in the fall of    
 2008.   
 (E) Placement of college and career readiness    
 students in developmental and regular courses in the    
 fall of 2008.   
 (F) Retention of college and career readiness    
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 students in the spring semester of 2009.   
 (5) The State Board shall work with participating    
 community colleges and high schools to establish    
 operational processes and a budget for college and career    
 readiness pilot programs, including all of the following:   
 (A) Employment of a college and career readiness    
 coordinator at each community college site.   
 (B) Establishment of a budget.   
 (C) Creation of college and career readiness    
 teams, resources, and partnership agreements.   
 (d) The second year of the program created under this    
Section shall begin with the high school class of 2009. In the    
second year, the State Board shall have all of the following    
duties:   
 
 (1) Analyze courses at 3 new community college sites.   
 (2) Undertake intervention strategies through college    
 and career readiness teams with students in the class of    
 2009.   
 (3) Monitor and assist college and career readiness    
 graduates from the class of 2008 in college.   
 (e) The third year of the program created under this    
Section shall begin with the high school class of 2010. In the    
third year, the State Board shall have all of the following    
duties:   
 (1) Analyze courses at 5 new community college sites.   
 (2) Add college and career readiness teams at 3 new    
 sites (from year 2 of the program).   
 (3) Undertake intervention strategies through college    
 and career readiness teams with students of the class of    
 2010 at 7 sites.   
 (4) Monitor and assist students from the classes of    
 2008 and 2009 in college.  
  
  
 Section 99. Effective date. This Act takes effect upon    
becoming law.   
 
Effective Date: 11/5/2007 
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Appendix C 
CJSHS Institutional Profile, 2010
30
 
 
                                                 
30
 Reprinted from the Illinois Interactive Report Card, a project created at Northern Illinois University and funded by the Illinois State Board of Education. 
Retrieved online: http://iirc.niu.edu/ 
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Appendix D 
Preliminary Report of the Special House Committee to Investigate 
the Allegations Concerning the County of Alexander the City of Cairo  
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Appendix E 
Chronology of the Civil Rights Struggle in Cairo, Illinois
31
 
 1944-45 
 Cairo NAACP brought successful suit to win equal pay for Black teachers. 
 
 1952-53 
 Legal action was taken by national NAACP education staff to compel 
desegregation of public schools and movie theaters. Ku Klux Klan 
retaliated with bombing of the homes of Black leaders and threats of 
violence. 
 
 1962-3 
 Civil rights actions, including selective boycotts, compelled desegregation 
of places of public accommodation. Retaliatory violence against Blacks 
increased. 
 
 1964 
 Cairo swimming pool opened and operated for 13 days on nonsegregated 
basis. KKK and other racist pressure groups forced permanent closing of 
Cairo’s only public swimming facility. 
 
 1966 
 First hearings and report of the Illinois Advisory Committee to the U.S. 
Commission on Civil Rights. 
 
 1967 
July 15 Robert L. Hunt, 19-year-old Black solider, is found hanged in Cairo police 
station. Harsh police measures against Black protesters escalated 
disorders; Three days of violence. 
 
July 19 Illinois National Guard called into Cairo. 
 
July 24 Local NAACOP president Preston Ewing Jr. writes a letter to Adlai 
Stevenson, the state treasurer, informing him that Cairo banking 
institutions will not employ Blacks. Stevenson subsequently notifies these 
banks that they have thirty days to hire Black people or the state will 
remove its deposits from their institutions. 
 
                                                 
31
 This official chronology was authored by Preston Ewing and published in his book, Let My People Go: Cairo, 
Illinois, 1967-1973. I have augmented it with the timeline printed by the Alliance to End Repression in 1972 in their 
report, Cairo, Ill: Law with Justice? (pp. 4-5), of which Preston was also a co-author. I also received an NAACP 
version of this chronology from Frank, a teaching aide at CJSHS. I received permission to include the chronology in 
this dissertation from Preston in 2011. 
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July 26 An all-White vigilante group called the Committee of 10 Million, also 
known as the “White Hats,” organized by Alexander County State’s 
Attorney Peyton Berbling. 
 
 1968 
June 30 Rev. Larry Potts clubbed to death a 73-year-old Black man whom Potts 
accused of attempting to rape his wife. Potts cleared by coroner’s jury. 
 Camelot, a private segregated school, organized by Rev. Potts. 
 Little League baseball discontinued to avoid integration of ball park. 
 
 1969 
February 25 Predominantly Black crowd at high school basketball game threatened by 
armed White vigilantes with police dogs. 
 
March 23 A Catholic priest, Father Montroy, tells a St. Louis newspaper that the 
White Hats vigilantes are harassing the Black community, drawing 
national attention to Cairo. 
 
March 24 Approximately twenty-five clergymen from southern Illinois come to 
Cairo to stand in support of Father Montroy. After an investigation, they 
clergy declare justice of the Black community a “farce” and ask the state 
to disband the White Hats. 
 
March 25-28 A committee of priests is sent by the bishop to investigate the situation in 
Cairo. They conclude Father Montroy’s allegations are true and, in support 
of his work, send Father Bodwews to help. 
 
March 27-29 The Illinois Council of Churches also investigates the Cairo situation and 
supports previous finding of other clergy. 
 
March 31 Shots are fired into a car used by Black leader Rev. Charles Koen, 
followed by 2 ½ hour gun battle with heavy shooting into the Black 
housing project, Pyramid Court. During the next two years, more than one 
hundred fifty similar battles occur. 
 
April 1 The United Front of Cairo, a coalition of Black organizations, was formed. 
 
April 3 White Hats offered 6000 “volunteer deputies” to city and county law 
enforcement officials. 
 
April 7 The United Front launches an economic boycott of White business 
establishments. 
 
April 15-22 Lt. Paul Simon arrives to investigate events in Cairo. His final report calls 
for a new chief of police and recommends the White Hats be disbanded. 
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April 28-May 10 A special committee is appointed by the Illinois House of Representatives 
to investigate the “Cairo situation.” 
 
June 17 Memo of E. J. Santos, U.S. Civil Rights Commission, warning of 
imminent deputizing of White Hats; forwarded by Illinois Advisory 
Committee to Gov. Ogilvie. 
 
June 19 Members of the White Hats allegedly fired into Pyramid Courts; a 4 ½-
hour gun battle follows. 
 
June 20 The Special House Investigating Committee of the Illinois General 
Assembly (pursuant to H.R. 118) releases its preliminary report calling for 
the Illinois attorney general to enforce civil rights laws and for the racial 
integration of city and county departments.  
 
June 28-July 1 White residents hold mass meetings in public parks. After the forced 
disbandment of the White Hats, many former members reorganize as a 
branch of the United Citizens Council of America, or White Citizens 
Council (later called United Citizens for Community Action). 
 
June-October White Hats went underground. Subsequently officially disbanded and 
reorganized as United Citizens for Community Action (U.C.C.A.). 
 
July 7 A United Front delegation travels to the state capital to petition the 
governor for help but are refused admittance to his office. Gov. Ogilvie 
calls out the state police and over 100 United Front members are arrested. 
Many remain in jail for weeks. 
 
September 11 The Lawyers’ Committee for Civil Rights under Law opens its office in 
Cairo.  
 The mayor of Cairo issues a proclamation that prohibits gatherings of two 
or more individuals and all marches and picketing. 
 
September 12 A Federal court rules that the proclamation that prohibits gatherings, 
marches, and picketing are unconstitutional. 
 
October 4 Black protestors are clubbed and arrested by local and state police for 
marching in support of boycott. 
 
October 6 The Federal court orders police to cease harassment and protect civil 
rights of marchers, narrowly averting an imminent confrontation. 
 
October 7 The Federal court issues a restraining order prohibiting interference with 
peaceful marches. Three Illinois statutes used by police are declared 
unconstitutional. 
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 1970 
 The U.S. Census reports the Cairo population is 8,277 and 43% Black. 
 
January Black citizens call on the Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms division of the 
U.S. Treasury Department to investigate presence of illegal machine guns 
in Cairo. No action is taken. 
 
February An International Association of Chiefs of Police survey of Cairo  police 
department is begun. 
 
July 16 The Federal court orders the city of Cairo police to show cause why it 
should not be held in contempt for failing to protect Black marchers. 
 
July 23 A class-action suit brought in federal court against state’s attorney, The 
Cairo police chief, and the circuit court judge seeks to end racially-
discriminatory enforcement of justice in Alexander County. 
 
August The International Association of Chiefs of Police survey finds the Cairo 
police “ill-trained and lacking in the necessary leadership and insensitive 
to the racial conditions confronting them.” The findings were presented to 
the city council and promptly suppressed. 
 
August 8 & 15 American Nazi Party demonstrators hold a march in Cairo. 
 
August 9-12 Heavy shooting is directed against Pyramid Court, allegedly with illegal 
automatic weapons. On August 12, the shooting continues for four hours. 
 
October 21-24 Pyramid Court and St. Columba Catholic Church come under gunfire by 
both police and vigilantes. 
 
October 24 Mayor Albert Thomas alleges that police station was attacked by 18-20 
armed Black “guerrillas.” The story, subsequently disproved, is later 
retracted by the chief of police. Meanwhile, a state police armored truck is 
dispatched to Cairo by the governor in response to the alleged guerilla 
incident. 
 
November 5 All of the Black police officers resign because of alleged discriminatory 
policies of police department. 
 
November 21 The International Association of Chiefs of Police survey, uncovered by 
representatives of the United Front and the NAACP, is released to press. 
 
November 24 A conference of state and federal law enforcement agencies with 
representatives of the United Front and NAACP reach a nine-point 
agreement on enforcement by state police. The conference boycotted by 
local authorities. 
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December 5 Cairo police and special deputies beat and arrest Black picketers. The state 
police are conspicuously absent, failing to carry out the November 24 
agreement to protect peaceful marchers. 
 
December A new class action suit filed to prohibit interference with peaceful 
demonstrators. 
 
 1971 
January 21 Heavily armed state and federal agents begin a “weapons raids” on Black 
homes, arresting many people. The raid continues until well into the next 
month. 
 
March 17 The circuit court rules that the raid and search warrants were illegal, 
dismisses charges against those arrested, and orders compensation. 
 
March 9-10 A new round of gunfire against Pyramid Court commences. 
 
May 29-30 Pyramid Court and St. Columba’s Church are attacked with tear gas and 
gunfire; state police rescue three White movement supporters from the 
church in an armored car. 
 
July 21 Seven Black individuals file a civil suit charging beatings and illegal 
searches of their homes. 
 
October 24 State Police Supervisor Bill Reineking, a prominent figure in the illegal 
weapons raids in January and February, as well as other incidents of 
harassment of  Black citizens, is honored by governor as one of the top 
state employees. 
 
 1972 
March A federal court of appeals hears arguments on a class-action suit against 
Cairo law enforcement authorities. 
 
March 23-25 The U.S. Civil Rights Commission holds public hearings on status of civil 
rights in Cairo. The hearings focus on housing, employment, economic 
development and administration of justice. 
 
 1973 
February The U.S. Commission on Civil Rights issues its report, Cairo, Illinois: A 
Symbol of Racial Polarization. 
 
October The U.S. Commission on Civil Rights issues another report, Cairo: 
Racism at Floodtide. Conditions reflected in the report remain unchanged 
one year after the hearings conclude. 
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December 31 The federal court orders the state court to dismiss all charges against Black 
citizens arrested while conducting protest activities. The federal court also 
rules that a six-hour notice to police prior to holding a protest march is 
adequate, thereby allowing peaceful protests to be mounted soon after 
inflaming incidents. 
 
 1974 
January 15 The U.S. Supreme Court rules that racial discrimination as practiced by 
the county judge and prosecutor cannot be the subject of review by federal 
courts. 
 
May 13 A state appellate court finds racial discrimination in the hiring of Black 
applicants by the police department. 
 
October 17 The federal court orders the desegregation of all public housing, the hiring 
of more Black employees by the housing authority, and the appointment of 
Black representatives to the board of directors. 
 
 1975 
June The Illinois Advisory Committee to the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights 
releases its report, A Decade of Waiting in Cairo, Illinois. 
 
September 2 The federal court orders that Blacks be appointed as representatives to all 
city and county boards, commissions, and committees, in numbers 
consistent with their percentage of the general population. 
 
 1976 
February 10 The federal court orders the Cairo Public Utility Commission to hire Black 
workers and appoint Black representatives to its board of directors. 
 
February 27 The U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity Commission orders the City of 
Cairo to hire Black workers in all of its agencies, including the police and 
fire departments. 
 
 1980 
 The U.S. Census reports the Cairo population is 5,931 and 43% Black. 
March 11 The federal court orders a change in the form of government from 
commission to aldermanic, to ensure the election of Black representatives 
to the city council. 
 
November 4 Two Black representatives are elected to the Cairo City Council under the 
new aldermanic form of government—the first Blacked elected since 
1913. 
 
 1983 
April Three Blacks are elected to the Cairo City Council. 
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 1990 
 The U.S. Census reports the Cairo population is 4,700 and 55% Black. 
 
 1992 
June An all-White jury convicts a Cairo police officer of murder in the death of 
a Black man, Roy Lee Jones, in December 1991. Jones, who was not 
armed and had not committed a crime, died of a gunshot wound to the 
back during a fourteen-shot barrage. 
 
